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The aim of this study was to explore narratives of former pupils, who attended primary school 
between 1944 and 2009, to understand educational change and the everyday experience of 
educational policy. By exploring education through a lens of experience, the study adopted 
narrative inquiry as a method to awaken hidden stories of the ordinary, everyday experiences 
of the participants (narrators) to gain insight into their memories of primary school. Drawn 
together, these individual experiences form a ‘collected memory’ which provides insight into 
primary education across the different decades.  
The findings demonstrate how narrative inquiry offers insight into primary school experiences 
by examining stories as data sources, which bring to bear the experience of school from the 
perspective of former pupils. The stories, combined with an examination of literature and 
legislation, highlight how and why teachers are remembered, the curriculum, educational 
inequity, memories of playground games and books read at school. An implication for teacher 
educators is to include the understanding of experience and the impact that teaching methods 
and policy implementation can have in later life. Significantly, it is the stories themselves 
which bring to bear the experience of policy as recalled by the narrators and highlights the 
narrator-researcher relationship in awakening and interpreting the stories, demonstrating the 
value of story as a method for understanding education.   
Examination of the literature surfaces the rise of neoliberal ideology in education and the 
impact of this on children’s learning experiences. In addition, the government’s promulgation 
of the feminisation of the primary school, constructed through the government’s casting of 
women in the primary phase is observed. Education makes claims about inclusion, equality, 
access and social justice, it is hailed as the leveller for a more just and equal society, the stories 
elicited in this research demonstrate that the many facets of the education system are complicit 
in the notion of power (James, 2015). Therefore, those in positions of educational and political 
power in our society should not be generators of prevailing inequalities of policy but seek to 
identify and remove barriers to raise standards for all. 
The recommendations call for a repositioning of teachers as experts, and not merely 
‘deliverers’ of policy and curriculum context. The performativity agenda of testing and 




nor to their pedagogical and subject expertise, therefore political and legislative change is 
required for teachers to be able to reassert themselves, to reclaim their authority and to lobby 
for greater democracy within the school system, particularly in relation to policy and 
curriculum development. Raising the profile of teachers and pupils as stakeholders is critical 
so that all stakes are equally valued and understood.  
An original contribution of this research demonstrates the value of story in gaining insights 
into how policy was experienced by the narrators and from which lessons can be learned. Thus, 
through application of narrative inquiry, it can be argued that story is a powerful method of 
understanding the experience of policy as remembered by former pupils. The concept of 
awakening, in bringing the story to bear, is key in this research, expanding Clandinin and 
Connelly’s (2000) notion of wakefulness. This was evident in the co-production of stories and 
the artefacts that were presented through the opening of narrative spaces in the interview 
process to awaken the story. This study therefore makes an original contribution, by using 
narrative inquiry as a methodological basis for awakening stories from the past, to understand 
the experience of educational policy set against the lived experience of the narrators over six 
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Chapter One: Introduction to the Research 
1.1 Introduction 
In this research, I used narrative inquiry as a methodological approach to understand 
educational change and how education policy was experienced by former pupils in Derbyshire 
schools. Using stories of people who attended school between 1944 and 2009, I have collated 
and recorded stories of school experiences in the everyday. This forms part of my original 
contribution to the field of narrative inquiry, by adding data in the form of stories to elucidate 
the experiences of primary school. Our lives are filled with stories; it is by opening up spaces 
to tell stories, that our storied lives can become visible. Stories of experience are socially 
constructed (Mishler, 1986), based on the social and political context in which we live. 
Clandinin and Connelly (2000), argue that in narrative inquiry we are not simply objective 
inquirers observing the world, but that we are integral to and act within the world we study.  In 
this research I asked participants to recall their lived experiences of primary school education, 
together through an active interview process, we co-created stories of experience, creating data 
sources from their stories. I documented and analysed the stories to learn about their everyday 
experiences of educational policy and educational change in primary education.  
As a former primary school teacher in the compulsory, state education sector and latterly, as 
an academic in higher education, I have often used story as a mechanism to help people to 
apply knowledge and understanding of difficult concepts and ideas, to make meaning of the 
world. I chose the method of narrative inquiry to explore how the stories of former primary 
school pupils reflects the everyday experience of policy, and how education has changed over 
time and to see if, how and what changes in policy and society are reflected in their stories. As 
an educationalist, I am interested in the breadth of the life-course of education, but the scope 
of this research is focussed on the primary phase. I chose primary education and former pupils 
as the scope for the research project because it is the education phase which I have experienced 
as a pupil, teacher and teacher educator. Former pupils’ stories elucidate the felt experience of 
primary school in the everyday; their perceptions are entirely different to any other actor within 
that environment at that time. I have focused this research on former pupils, rather than on 
teachers, because it was the everyday experience of attending primary school that I was 





perspective is invariably absent, the client of education, thus this research focuses on the 
experiences of former pupils. Their stories are the ‘awakenings’ of their past experiences, and 
this research shares their recollections as remembered.   
I graduated as a primary school teacher in 1994, a time when teachers were still understanding 
how to effectively implement the National Curriculum as stipulated by the 1988 Education 
Reform Act (ERA), (Department for Education and Science, (DES), 1988). The increasing 
involvement of the government in primary education was particularly palpable during this era. 
There were tensions between the state as a regulator of education and the autonomy and 
authority of teachers (Cunningham, 2002a). Teachers complained about the interference of the 
government in education, that schools had become ‘a political football’ (Cunningham, 2002a: 
9). In 1944, the main thrust of the Education Act (1944) was on structural arrangements of 
schools, not control of the curriculum (Tomlinson, 1993), but since the ERA (1988) and now 
at the time of writing, primary education is still, as Cunningham (2002a) described, politically 
contested and highly visible. It was therefore of interest to me to understand people’s 
experiences of primary school over time, across the decades from 1944 to 2009. Hence, I 
adopted narrative inquiry to unearth stories of experiences of primary school. I analysed these 
to understand the experience of educational policy as remembered by former primary school 
pupils and used the stories to form a ‘collected memory’ as conceived by Young (1990). He 
argues that because memories of related events vary from one person to another, a collected 
memory brings together the many different and varied memories of individuals, to understand 
a particular phenomenon or event (see p83).  
For Mills (1959), in his conception of the sociological imagination, he asserts that biography, 
history and society are the ‘coordinate points of the proper study of man’ or people (Mills, 
1959: 159). As we spend much of our earliest experiences in education, revealing the unique 
stories of those experiencing education in Derbyshire between 1944 and 2009, offers an 
original contribution to the field of narrative inquiry because these voices are not currently 
visible. As per Mills’ (1959) position, the story, history and social milieu combine to reveal an 
understanding of human experience. In this research, these are contextualised within a 
framework of legislation and literature pertaining to the decades the narrators attended school. 





provide information to inform a situation, context or experience. In narrative research, the 
stories told provide a basis for inquiry and analysis, the stories thus form the data. I therefore 
argue that narrative inquiry frames the storyteller as more than an informant, hence I use the 
term narrators rather than informants in this research (detailed on p84).  
Mills (1959: 3) argues that ‘neither the life of an individual nor the history of a society can be 
understood without understanding both’.  Although I am not a sociologist, Mills’ (1959) 
concept of the sociological imagination, which he explains as the awareness of the relationship 
between personal experience and wider society (Mills, 1959), presents a useful frame for 
understanding the lived experience of the narrators. This draws together the experience of their 
school days, the social and political context of the era in which they attended school and the 
experience of educational policy, as co-created through the interviews with me as researcher.  
Mills (1959: 3) asserts that people do not frame their lives through ‘historical change’ and 
‘institutional contradiction’, nor do they make these connections in day-to-day life. He asserts 
that we understand ourselves by locating ourselves in our histories. Accordingly, our 
biographies and histories co-exist and together help us to make sense of our lives, but it is by 
locating ourselves in our histories that we can do this.  Thus, through this narrative inquiry, as 
the researcher, I make these connections, awakening and co-constructing stories of the past, 
interpreting experiences in relation to educational policy and change, documenting memories 
of primary school over six decades of education.  
Clandinin and Connelly (2000), discuss the notion of researchers being wakeful to the stories 
told by research participants. This led me to consider that to be wakeful, one first must awaken 
the story because it is hidden or buried. This concept of awakening is key to my original 
contribution in the field of narrative inquiry, it expands the concept of wakefulness as expressed 
by Clandinin and Connelly (2000) and is articulated in chapter three. Not to be confused with 
research by Wang, Law, Li, Xu and Pang (2017), who conceptualise awareness and awakening 
in relation to mindful agency. Their research considers ‘awakening’ as recognising attributes 
existing within oneself, made aware through coaching, rather than gaining specific attributes 
as a result of the coaching. My research conceptualises how narrative research opens narrative 
spaces to ‘awaken’ stories and consequently provides insight into the experiences of those 





Narrative inquiry is a powerful method for awakening stories. Thus, I used this method to 
awaken the stories of the ordinary, everyday experiences of the narrators to examine their lived 
experience of educational policy in the socio-political context of the time they attended primary 
school. 
This research is important because the experiences of primary schooling are revealed by 
awakening stories from the past, elicited through opening narrative spaces, outlined briefly 
here, but expanded upon later (p62). I define narrative spaces in three distinct, but 
interconnected concepts as follows. Firstly, there is a narrative space which is necessary for 
creating the right environment from which the story can emerge (Genette, 1980), where the 
narrators feel comfortable in the research setting. Secondly, the context, the specific location 
and setting from where the stories are drawn (Riessman, 1993), Derbyshire, where the narrators 
attended school, and, where I was first employed as a primary school teacher and latterly in 
higher education; thus connecting me, as researcher, to the narrators. Thirdly, the narrative 
space refers to how the events are interpreted within their respective landscapes, by both the 
narrator and me as the researcher (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). Voices of experience, in this 
realm, are currently lacking in research literature. Thus, my research not only awakens the 
stories, but documents the authentic stories of primary school experiences and analyses the 
extent to which they reflect the experience of educational policy. I expand on these definitions 
to conceptualise ‘awakening’ as a method for eliciting stories later (p62).  
Because narrative inquiry is the ‘study of experience as story, then it is first and foremost a 
way of thinking about experience’ (Connelly and Clandinin, 2006: 375). Through this research 
approach, I make an original contribution by utilising the narrative space to awaken the unique 
stories of people, capture their authentic voices in relation to their experiences and record their 
experiences before their stories and authentic voices are lost in time. Plummer (2019: viii), 
shares with us how our stories are ‘continually born, sparkle, flicker, silence and die; some get 
remembered’. Thus, whilst the stories may live on, as stories do, told and shared in family and 
friendship circles, the authentic stories as told by the narrators will one day, no longer be told. 
The interviews and co-creation of the stories provide new data sources (Connelly and 
Clandinin, 1990) and evidence, offering insights into authentic everyday life, which in turn 





Primary education (age 5-11) is a phenomenon experienced by most people in western society 
and globally by many. Therefore, this research provided a rich basis for the use of narrative 
inquiry, and insights into what can be learned from people’s stories, to help us understand the 
experience of educational policy in classrooms both today and in the future. Narrative inquiry 
provided the platform to awaken the stories of the narrators and to hear the unique voices of 
those who experienced school at the time, in their words, based on their memories. As 
discussed by Riessman (2008) and Ingraham (2017), researching the personal narratives of 
ordinary people can give voice to those people whose stories would otherwise go unheard. The 
narrators’ stories demonstrate how policy decisions are experienced by people in their everyday 
life. I analysed the personal stories for themes and explored these in relation to the educational 
and social landscape of the decades they attended school, drawing on educational policy to 
understand the context of the eras under focus. 
At the core of this thesis is the link between educational policy, how it is experienced and 
expressed in the stories of former pupils and how change across the decades is evident in the 
stories of those who experienced it.  School pupils are the recipients of the result of policy 
changes in their classrooms and therefore, often without even knowing, experience the 
influence of policy on a day-to-day basis. Policy changes in education, such as expectations of 
the teaching profession, curriculum and statutory testing can directly affect the education 
people engage in, or that is imposed on them and thus impact on their experience of education.  
As previously stated, Mills (1959) argues that people do not frame their lives through policy 
changes, nor do they make these connections in day-to-day life. As the researcher, it was my 
role to do this, by awakening stories of experience and interpreting these in relation to policy 
and educational change. This is the power of narrative inquiry as a methodological basis for 
understanding educational change through the stories of primary school experiences.   
I have used the first person in the writing of this thesis to emphasise the position of the 
researcher as a research instrument (Ball, 1993), which acknowledges the quintessence of the 
unique researcher as the instrument for qualitative data collection (Pezalla, Pettigrew and 
Miller-Day, 2012).  Holliday (2002), advocates that the voice of the researcher should be 
prevalent in research. Use of the first person, ‘telling the story of what one observes’ (Holliday, 





research and therefore, I have situated my authentic voice in the research, just as I have situated 
the authentic voices of the narrators. 
1.1.1 Original contribution 
This study contributes to knowledge in the field of education and narrative inquiry. My original 
contribution relates to the methodological approach in two ways. Firstly, I demonstrate how 
narrative inquiry can be used as a methodological basis for understanding the experience of 
educational policy set against the lived experience of the narrators, as a collected memory. 
Having identified a gap in literature pertaining to the everyday lived experience of primary 
school, I explored the changing landscape of education, over six decades. By exploring the 
authentic voices and unique stories of those who experienced it at the time, I documented, 
analysed and interpreted stories in relation to the policy sphere and how these reflect experience 
of policy.  Thus, it is through this narrative inquiry that, as the researcher, I make connections 
between lived experiences, the historical context and political landscape and hence present an 
original approach to understanding experiences of primary school, as expressed in the 
conceptual framework (p77). I thus make an original contribution which demonstrates how 
memories of primary school remain with people through their lives and how their experiences 
shape their reflections in adulthood. 
Secondly, a contribution is made to the field of narrative inquiry through the concept of 
‘awakening’. I awaken and co-construct stories with the narrators to present their authentic 
voices of primary school experiences. I adopted an approach which awakens unique stories of 
education and captures the authentic voice of those experiencing school over the different 
decades between 1944 and 2009. Thus, I have contributed a collected memory (Young, 1990) 
in the field of education and narrative inquiry, to provide a unique insight into school 
experiences over six decades. As the researcher, I have captured their stories, which reveal the 
experiences they remember of school and significantly, have recorded the memories of their 
experiences as narratives to provide data sources for research evidence in the field of primary 
education and narrative inquiry.  This methodological contribution will be of interest to 
narrative researchers and those interested in social history and educational policy as it presents 





Narrative inquiry is evident in a range of professional research contexts, for example in nursing 
and medicine (Frank, 2010; Green, 2013; Haydon, Browne and van der Riet, 2018), the 
criminal justice system (Park, Caine, McConnell and Minaker, 2016; Rantatalo and Karp, 
2018). It is also found in psychology (Bruner, 1986, 1990, 1991; Polkinghorne, 1988; Smith 
and Sparkes, 2008) and education (Ball, 1981; Connelly and Clandinin 1990). Whilst there are 
many examples of narrative inquiry which explore educational contexts, these are often framed 
through ethnographic, narrative approaches, for example Ball’s study at Beachside 
Comprehensive in 1981, and Connelly and Clandinin’s (1990) study at Bay Water School. 
These examples explore the perspectives and experiences of teachers and pupils in the midst 
of the education experience and meanings that can be made from experiences in relation to 
their lives.  Clandinin and Connelly (1998) discuss stories of school reform and refer to how 
schools, and their participants, have narrative histories that are best explored in classrooms, but 
are often inadequately recognised by policymakers. There are studies therefore, which explore 
the live, current experience of education, these are studies of people’s school life as they are 
experiencing it.  But there are fewer, which explore the lived experience, studies of school days, 
from the memories of how school and educational policy were experienced in the past.  
Existing research demonstrates that this focus is worthy of exploration for example, research 
by Uitto (2011) and Uitto, Lutovac, Jokikko and Kaasila (2018), examined the memories of 
former pupils to better understand the pupil-teacher relationship. Saglam (2015), explores 
memories of experiences in primary school in the 1950s in Yozgat city, Turkey. Saglam’s 
research unearths the everyday experiences of school as remembered by the participants. 
Turunen’s (2012) study of eight former pupils in Finland, starting school in the period 1937-
1957 demonstrates that school memories remain with people after decades. Turunen, Dockett 
and Perry’s (2015) autobiographical research about memories of starting school in Australia 
between 1928-1995 reveals how memories of starting school links other life events and how 
the events of starting school are part of the participants’ constructed life story. These studies 
are revisited later in Chapter Two and differ from my research. In this study I explore the value 
of story for understanding experiences of school over six decades and how policy was 
experienced, the stories are analysed against literature and legislation to make meaning and 
create understanding of the events. Stories about schooling are particularly relevant in research 





and most receive their formal education in schools. Primary education, as researched by Roser 
and Ortiz-Espina (2015), is compulsory and provided by the state, in most countries in the 
world. Additionally, the importance of primary education is evidenced by Millennium 
Development Goal 2: ‘to ensure that children universally – including both boys and girls – will 
be able to complete a full course of primary education by 2015’ (United Nations, 2017: online).  
I argue that it is important to examine education through a lens of experience because it is the 
formal education system which determines many of the opportunities that become available 
later in life, as found by Turunen et al (2015). Education reform, like fashion, repeats itself 
(Alexander, 2014), thus the past can inform the present and can help us to understand how 
education has come to shape the individuals living in our society. Alexander (2014: 361) argues 
that the top-down nature of policy is ‘reinforced by evidence which is as detached from school 
and classroom realities as are the policy makers themselves’. Therefore, this research is 
concerned with the lived experience of policy in the everyday and is critical to understanding 
classroom realities and how policy is experienced by individuals’ though their stories of their 
primary school experiences. Human beings are storytellers by nature, who individually and 
socially lead storied lives (Connelly and Clandinin, 1990). It is this fascination with stories 
(Atkinson, 1998), how human experience is related to the social context in which it is lived, 
and how we share our experiences narratively, which has confirmed that knowing about the 
bygone eras of schooling is valuable and worthy of exploration.  
1.1.2 Using stories in research  
Although we may not always realise it, we tell stories every day. Our lives are full of stories, 
telling of funny incidences, tragic moments, romance, life and death. Stories are a powerful 
means of communication helping us to connect to each other and learn about and from each 
other (Plummer, 2001). Human accounts of experience help us to see how others view the 
world, what they have encountered and the meaning this holds for them. As Connelly and 
Clandinin (1990) argue, narrative is concerned with not only life as it is, in the here and now, 
but also, life as it is experienced on a continuum. Temporal change and historical narratives 
are therefore important factors in understanding experience, this research therefore engages 





educational policy as remembered by the narrators. For O’Grady, Clandinin and O’Toole 
(2018) narrative inquiry is a valuable method for giving voice to people: 
Narrative inquiry challenges inherent dominant understandings of 
subjectivity and methodologies as well as proposing emancipatory 
alternatives [and] has the potential to give voice to often silenced knowledge. 
O’Grady, Clandinin and O’Toole (2018: 157) 
As the researcher, I have awakened the stories of the narrators and provided an insight into 
their experiences. Frank (2010) discusses how stories are symbiotic, that they work with other 
things, in this research, the stories are symbiotic with the political and social context of 
education in the eras the narrators attended school. Similarly, this symbiosis is found through 
bringing together the story, history and social milieu (Mills, 1959) which I have combined to 
gain an understanding of policy and the human experience.  
1.1.3 Structure of thesis 
This first chapter introduces the research, the research questions and provides context for 
choosing to undertake a narrative inquiry. Chapter two presents a review of literature, which 
provides a context for existing and current knowledge of the research focus related to the 
changing landscape of primary education.  Chapter three provides a brief discussion and 
explanation of the value of stories and the concept of ‘awakening’ which underpins the 
methodological approach. Narrative inquiry is primarily related to understanding experience, 
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) discuss narrative inquiry as both a phenomenon and a method, 
therefore awakening the story is key in this research and in narrative inquiry because the 
research approach provides a space for the telling of the story. Chapter three therefore, 
discusses the phenomenon of story and its value in understanding human experiences. Story as 
method is discussed in chapter four, which details the methodological approach and ethical 
discussions connected with the research. Chapter five presents the analysis and interpretation 
of the stories, in which analysis and discussion of data have been combined to make the story 
extracts more understandable and accessible to the reader and to aid meaning making.  
Conclusions of the research findings are presented in chapter six, the original contribution of 
the research and implications for educationalists and policymakers are presented, with ideas 





created a pen portrait of each narrator (appendix 1), including a brief overview of the political 
landscape to contextualise the decade the narrators attended school. As Clandinin and Connelly 
(1999) suggest, pen portraits provide useful information about a participant which supports the 
reader’s consolidation of understanding each particular context. 
1.1.4 Historical timeframe  
The collected stories in this research, covering six decades between 1944 and 2009, help to 
make meanings of memories and understand how primary education has changed over time in 
relation to policy and society. This timeframe bookends the collected stories and provides 
insight through the decades into the changing nature of education as told by those experiencing 
it at the time. The bookend opens in 1944 and closes in 2009. The changing educational 
landscape is discussed in chapter two, but here I set out the timeframe for the research and 
provide a brief outline of how education was shaped during the decades examined in the 
research.  For further reference, a chronology of governments and education acts is provided 
in appendix 2.  
I chose the frame between 1944 and 2009 because 1944 saw a landmark change to education 
with the 1944 Education Act, under a Conservative government, although it was a Labour 
government, 1945 to 1951, who were responsible for enacting the key changes.  During this 
period of political leadership, social democracy was central to Government ideology in a bid 
to reduce inequality and broaden opportunity (Chitty, 2014). Jones (2016) highlights this act 
as a crucial moment in educational history with the establishment of free, universal secondary 
education for the masses and the launch of education systems which seemingly became the 
catalyst for a perpetual trajectory of reform. Following the end of World War Two, the school 
system, implemented by the 1944 Education Act, was seen as a significant landmark in the 
educational landscape. It was impactful and sustainable with elements of educational structure 
still present in the system today, it remained mostly intact until it was amended in 1988 when 
the Education Reform Act was enacted. This act changed the nature of schooling and was seen 
to create a more equitable, unified education system for all, with free compulsory education for 





Between 1944 and 1964 the government introduced six Education Acts (including the 
Education Act of 1944), each impacting on the shape of education. Changes included: how 
voluntary and controlled schools would be managed; school attendance and free dental 
treatment; free milk for all school children; legal obligation on parents to ensure suitable 
education for children in schools (or elsewhere) and the creation of the middle school system 
of education. In addition, a significant change, which was not prescribed in the legislation, was 
the introduction of the tripartite system of education in some Local Education Authorities, 
where the eleven-plus examinations and selection process would be used to decide which 
children would be able to attend grammar schools.  
The ensuing ten-year period 1965 to 1975 saw radical reform to government policies which 
would profoundly reshape and change society and education, under the rule of the then Labour 
Prime Minister, Howard Wilson (from 1964 to 1970 and 1970 to 1974), there were sweeping 
reforms. Capital punishment was abolished in 1965, homosexuality was decriminalised, and 
abortion was legalised in 1967, theatrical censorship was abolished in 1968 and the divorce 
law was reformed in 1969 (Levin, 1970). This was a period when a ‘social movement of 
considerable significance’ (Chitty, 2014: 29) was taking place. In education, the school leaving 
age of 16 was finally realised in 1972 (Abbott, Rathbone and Whitehead, 2013) and school 
became a vehicle for tackling social problems. With most households owning a television in 
this period (Waters, 2013), children had a wider view of the world. A more liberal approach 
was entering schools, progressive education, a child-centred approach to learning, was 
dominant in schools during this time (Shuayb and O’Donnell, 2008), particularly in primary 
education (Jones, 2016). Educational feminism, the movement focused on changing education 
for girls and women, was also powerful in this decade. Plowden’s report ‘Children and their 
Primary Schools’ (Central Advisory Council for England, 1967, hereafter Plowden Report) 
was influential in schools and approaches to learning and teaching were changing, there was 
an educational and pedagogical shift from the acquisition of knowledge, to a culture of 
childhood (Marsh, 1970). By the end of the 1960s the seeming post-war consensus, which had 
previously brought together political parties to realise social and economic reconstruction, was 
beginning to break down. Following the economic recession in 1971 to 1973, the post-war 





During this period seven Education Acts were introduced which again changed the nature of 
primary education. Changes included: introduction of comprehensive education and 
educational priority areas; further provision for special schools; declassification of 
handicapped children as unsuitable for education in schools; free milk provision abolished for 
secondary children in 1968 and for children over seven in 1971. The ‘Tyndale Affair’, 1975 
(see p40), saw governmental intervention in education.  
The next twenty years of educational reform continued to have a significant impact on 
education. Between 1979 and 1997, British politics departed from the previously established 
social democratic beliefs, instead, the emergence of the New Right and Thatcherism, neoliberal 
politics became the dominant political ideology.  Between 1976 and 1996 there were thirteen 
Education Acts. The famous Ruskin College speech was presented by James Callaghan in 
1976, which called for a ‘Great Debate’ about education, preparation for the labour market and 
the future of the teaching profession. Happening in between these thirteen acts, the government 
produced a number of publications related to the curriculum and the control of education 
shifted from what had been seen as a period of teacher autonomy, coined the ‘Golden Age’ of 
teaching (Le Grand, 1997), to a more centralised approach concerning the curriculum and 
knowledge. This was signified through the implementation of a National Curriculum in 1988, 
which laid out the statutory content for primary and secondary school education.  
Key changes during this period were: free milk was abolished in schools; amendment to school 
leaving dates; the Auld Report on the teaching and management of the William Tyndale 
School; review of curriculum policies as a result of the Great Debate. Her Majesty’s 
Inspectorate (HMI) primary education survey was instigated in this period; a selective school 
system was allowed and there was a repeal of the 1976 Act; the Education Reform Act was 
established in 1988, along with the National Curriculum and the creation of Office for 
Standards in Education (Ofsted).  
It was during this period, commencing in the late 1970s, that the incursion of neoliberalism 
was emerging. Evolving against a backdrop of post-war public disillusionment, neoliberalism 
was the response to the incumbent Keynesian model of economics, where centralised state 
intervention was introduced to cultivate social welfare (Harvey, 2005). Ball (1993) highlights 





on centralist interventionist policies (Ball, 1993).  The permeation of neoliberalism in 
educational strategy and policy shifts the discourses of freedom and choice, by replacing 
responsibility of the government as service provider (Hull and Pulsford, 2019) to the pupils, 
parents and institutions (Forrester and Garratt, 2016). 
In 1979, Thatcher took office as Prime Minister, until then the governance of education had 
remained largely unchanged (Abbott et al, 2013), the rise of neoliberalism saw an increasing 
government stranglehold on education, education policy and expectations of schools and 
teachers. Under the New Right political ideology (or Thatcherism), Thatcher’s aim was to 
replace ‘the state’ and dismantle the education system. As Ball (2008: 85) described, ‘more 
market, less state’, ‘deregulation, liberalisation and privatisation’. The effect brought about a 
reversal of the post-war economic policy. And whilst education was not a priority for the 
Government in 1979 (Chitty, 2014), this New Right, neoliberal standpoint would eventually be 
seen to ‘marketise’ education with emphasis on choice, competition and parental control of 
schools (Chitty, 2014).  
Finally, in the years from 1997 to 2009, five Education Acts were passed, with over fifty 
additional papers and policies relating to education and primary schools. Under Tony Blair’s 
leadership came New Labour, and the emergence of the ‘Third Way’. Whilst third way politics 
acknowledge social democratic values in its philosophy, this ideology is arguably closer to 
neoliberalism than it is to socialism (Ball, 2008). Now politics were focussed on an ideology 
of the ‘radical centre’ which shifted from the traditional, ideological boundaries of ‘left’ and 
‘right’ political views, espousing a ‘what works’ agenda (Forrester and Garratt, 2016). There 
was a clear Government focus on education, evidenced by the number of policies of educational 
initiatives created during this period, many of which adopted neoliberal principles (Chitty, 
2014). These twelve years saw more government intervention in education than previous years. 
Education saw the introduction of literacy and numeracy hour; Tony Blair delivered the Ruskin 
lecture to mark twenty years since Callaghan’s 1976 speech and requirements for initial teacher 
education were set out. There was the launch of a five-year plan for children with Special 
Educational Needs; Education Action Zones were launched and a report on the teaching 
profession published. The public funded academies scheme was launched; revisions were made 





reading. There was the introduction of the Primary National Strategy; the Cambridge Primary 
Review was published and there was a national Standard Assessment Tasks fiasco (SATS) with 
inaccurate and late results of tests (Waters, 2013). The Independent Review of the Primary 
Curriculum (2009) was undertaken, and a report was published on parental choice of primary 
schools.    
The education system had undergone significant reform by 2009. In 2010, the Conservative-
Liberal Democrat Coalition Government was formed, the first coalition since the Second World 
War, introducing sweeping reform to the education system. Although the Conservative-led 
Coalition Government demonstrated commitment to New Labour’s social mobility agenda, 
addressing poverty and educational inequality, the economic climate, and austerity constrained 
ambition for these developments. As observed by Forrester and Garratt (2016:17), the 
emerging Coalition policies were framed with a neoliberal emphasis on ‘diversity and choice, 
primacy of markets and a minimal role for the state’. Thus, incipient policies of the Department 
for Education (DfE), could be considered as ‘the continuation of the unfinished project’ 
(Forrester and Garratt, 2016:17) as commenced in earlier Conservative Party governments. 
Fundamental to the Coalition Government’s reforms was the drive to create a radical new 
school system (Abbot et al, 2013), mirroring that of Thatcherite policy in the 1980s, thus 2009 
formed the close of the bookend.  
To conclude the discussion on the timeframe and background of this research, I framed the 
research within the county of Derbyshire, located in the geographical region where I taught as 
a primary school teacher, a teacher educator and currently in Higher Education. Local 
government arrangements differ across the country with unitary councils in some areas and 
tiered arrangements in others. Derby City Council was designated as a unitary council in 1997, 
responsible for all services in its boundary including education. Derbyshire County Council 
shares responsibility for services with district and borough councils (GOV.UK, 2019a). There 
are 429 primary schools in Derbyshire County Council (GOV.UK, 2019b) and 111 Derby City 
Council (GOV.UK, 2019c). This research includes participants from both councils, therefore 
gaining insight from city and rural schools, thus Derbyshire provides a broad geographical and 





commenced my professional career in Derbyshire and continue to work in the county, thus I 
am geographically connected to the narrators who participated in the research.  
1.2 Aim 
The aim of this study was to explore narratives of those attending primary school between 1944 
and 2009 to understand educational change and the everyday experience of educational policy. 
1.2.1 Research questions  
1. How do narrators from different decades discuss their experiences of primary 
school? 
The literature search I undertook highlighted a gap in research which investigates everyday 
experiences of primary schooling from those who have experienced it, across a series of 
decades. I therefore designed this research project to understand educational change as 
experienced by those attending school over six decades of education.  This research elicits 
stories of the everyday experience of primary school and provides authentic stories from those 
experiencing it at the time. The perspective of the narrators is examined through their individual 
experiences between 1944 and 2009, in Derbyshire schools using narrative inquiry as a 
methodological basis. The work of Bruner (1991), Clandinin and Connelly (2000), Frank 
(2010) and Andrews, Squire and Tamboukou (2013) demonstrate that social science 
understanding is founded on the study of experience, for Dewey (1934, 1938 and 1961) 
education, experience and life are inextricably intertwined, thus the experiences of primary 
school are intertwined.  For Mills (1959), this is the symbiosis of the political and social context 
and its impact on the human experience.  
2. What key themes were identified from the narrators’ stories? 
By asking individuals about their experiences of primary school, I sought out and co-created 
their stories with them, examining stories for themes which reflect changes over the decades. 
In order to gain rich data, I awakened the unique stories of people, captured their authentic 
voice in relation to their experiences and recorded their experiences to provide authentic stories 





the plurality of voices and intergenerational dialogue to reveal the commonalities and 
differences across the decades. I offer a critical perspective on the way in which the narrators 
recall the past and how the themes can illuminate the educational field.  
3. To what extent is the experience of educational policy reflected in the narrators’ 
stories? 
The educational landscape is ever-changing, understanding and engaging in the educational 
policy context, reflected through lived experiences, can highlight how policy direction has 
influenced the lives of individuals, the education system and the social context over the decades 
between 1944 and 2009. Turunen’s (2012) research of former primary school pupils in Finland, 
starting school in the period 1937 to 1957 demonstrates how memories remain with people 
after decades. This research presents a perspective not previously explored, which 
demonstrates impactful educational reform, how policy impacts on individuals and how 
research evidence, based on experience, tells a story of the social role of education.  
1.3 Chapter summary 
This chapter has provided context for the research undertaken and a brief outline of why I chose 
to carry out a narrative inquiry project. The chapter provides a summary of the structure of the 
thesis and discusses how story can be used to understand the experience of educational policy 
and the extent to which the experience of policy is reflected in the stories of those attending 
school between 1944 and 2009. The original contribution of the research is articulated in 
relation to the use of narrative inquiry as a basis for understanding the experience of educational 
change and the concept of awakening the story.  A justification for the historical timeframe of 
the research is outlined explaining why I chose 1944 to 2009, as bookends to the research. This 
outline is accompanied with a brief overview of the policy landscape from 1944 to 2009, which 
is discussed in greater detail in chapter two.  The aim of the research and research questions 
are presented. Finally, there is discussion about the value of the research and why studying 
school experiences narratively can provide insights into school experiences that might not 





Chapter Two: Literature Review 
2.1 Introduction 
In this chapter I present salient literature pertaining to educational policy and change to 
contextualise experiences of education across the decades in which the narrators attended 
school. An overview of the social and political landscape of primary education is presented, to 
capture the changes in primary education and the changing experience for pupils.  
In order to select appropriate literature to underpin the research, I adopted a traditional narrative 
literature review approach, a scholarly summary which includes interpretation and critique of 
pertinent literature (Byrne, 2016), to examine the existing literature in the field being 
researched. Greenhalgh, Thorne and Malterud (2018), argue that a legitimate criticism of a 
narrative literature review, lies in the evidence selected by the researcher, this criticism 
suggests that researchers select literature which reinforce a particular perspective. A counter 
position to this criticism is that selected evidence should be relevant to the questions being 
researched, and that evidence should be selected judiciously (Holliday, 2016), to present a 
balanced perspective. To this end, I sought to identify texts, which could best inform the nature 
of the study, and to provide a background for and to inform the data collection. It was important 
to select relevant texts, which provided the context for what is already known about the 
educational landscape and the experience of policy in primary education and those it affects. 
The criteria for selecting these evolved from those authors writing in the field of education 
such as Robin Alexander, Peter Blatchford, Clyde Chitty, Paul Croll, Maurice Galton, Iona and 
Peter Opie, Jenny Ozga and Brian Simon. Different literature, including seminal texts and 
current perspectives were selected such as research findings, legislation and policy in order to 
characterise and critique the changing landscape of education. Selection of texts also related to 
the quality of the literature and use of historical and current findings from peer-reviewed 
journals.  
To ensure a coherence between the literature and the methodology, the development of a 
conceptual framework informed the research approach reflecting Mills’ (1959) notion that 
biography, history and society converge to gain an understanding of human experience and the 





As the research is chiefly concerned with experiences of primary school between the years 
1944 and 2009, the literature review begins with a contextualisation of the changing nature of 
primary education over this time, commencing with the introduction of the ‘primary school’. 
The history of primary education is well documented in literature, and within the limits of this 
study, there is neither the scope, nor the need to replicate this. What follows therefore, are 
selected key moments of educational change which have influenced the nature of primary 
education, drawn from legislation and literature to frame the landscape. The selected literature 
reflects the experience of education over the different timeframes.  
2.2 The changing landscape of primary education 
Although the timeframe for this research is between 1944 and 2009, I commence this 
discussion with consideration for how primary education was first conceived as this was the 
commencement for the establishment of the English school structure as recognised today. 
Throughout this chapter, what will be revealed is educational change and tension, as a result of 
the overlaying of policy.  For example, whilst the term ‘primary school’ first came into 
existence in 1926 (Dearden, 1968), education had been provided for children from the age of 
five since the 1800s. The Forster Education Act (1870) set a clear commitment for education 
and was the first piece of legislation to create an education system on a national scale (Chitty, 
2014) in England and Wales. Thus, this overlaying can be seen across the decades of education, 
with reforms changing the structure and nature of education. Political ideologies, and the rise 
of neoliberalism are also threaded through educational reform considered, (as identified in 
Chapter One), and accompany this overlaying of policy.  
The term ‘primary education’ was first mentioned in the publication of the first of three Hadow 
reports, ‘The Education of the Adolescent’ (Board of Education, 1926). Revealed therein, is 
that the purpose and philosophy of the primary school was not the main concern of this first 
report, rather it was concerned with the restricting of the ‘all age’ elementary schools of the 
time, which were to be organised into primary and secondary schools. Despite this, the changes 
to the structure of the all-age elementary school would significantly alter the experience for 
children attending school. The publication recommended dividing schooling; children aged 
seven to eleven attended primary school (juniors) and secondary school for those aged eleven 





structure would place children into more relevant age groups and define the features of primary 
and secondary education for the first time. Thus, the structure of schools, as we find them today 
was born, and the basis for this structural approach is still evident in the education system in 
the current day, with what are now known as ‘key stages’ demarcating specific age phases. Six 
reports were produced by Hadow between 1923 and 1933 and it was the fifth of these, ‘The 
Primary School’ (often referred to as The Hadow Report) published in 1931 that eventually 
laid out the vision for primary education.  
According to (Barber, 1994) the Education Act (1944) was a significant policy which changed 
the nature of schools yet the Hadow report (1931) which was visionary in its nature, is often 
overlooked; many of its recommendations foreshadow those of the Plowden Report (1967). 
For example, the Hadow Report (1931) considered teacher-training, transition from primary to 
secondary school, recommended an active and experienced-based curriculum, and laid out 
expectations for children who needed additional support for learning. The foundation of a 
child-centred education system was proposed here, predating the approaches promoted by 
Plowden in 1967.  Furthermore, the Report suggested a new approach to school instruction, 
with greater attention on how children learn, and recommended not only teaching subjects 
separately but also the correlation between subjects (Board of Education, 1931). These 
suggestions demonstrated change in the experience of schooling for pupils in the primary age 
phase and government recognition for the need for educational change. This marked the start 
of a distinct approach for children under the age of eleven and how the primary school began 
to emerge as a distinctive phase of education. 
Priority was given to restructuring the secondary education system, thus implementation of 
Hadow’s reforms were slow to come to fruition, and recommendations for specific approaches 
to primary education were not enacted. By 1939, the majority of children in England and Wales 
attended a 5-11 school and then transferred to a senior elementary school or to the senior 
department of their elementary school; here they completed three years of education at senior 
level (Abbot et al, 2013). However, an unequal system was beginning to transpire; the policy 
intended to create improved educational opportunity was not creating equity for all.  The 
experience for working class children often saw them confined to the elementary school 





Where reforms had been more successful, a small minority of children, (14%) at age ten or 
eleven were able to transfer to secondary schools in 1938 (Abbot, et al, 2013). After the age of 
fourteen, according to Barber (1994), 80% of children received no further formal education 
and joined the labour market. Across the country, there was a marked divergence in the 
educational provision offered by different local authorities. Although it was progressive and 
optimistic in nature, it had little impact and with examinations still high in the public mind, 
primary school continued to provide the preparation phase for secondary school education, as 
opposed to operating as an education phase in its own right (Galton, Simon and Croll, 1980). 
The Second World War halted the vision for the restructuring of primary education as 
originally recommended by Hadow (1931). But this blueprint, calling for a new structure for 
education was soon to be realised.  
Following the end of the war the political parties agreed that Britain needed widespread social 
and economic reconstruction (Abbot, et al, 2013), this was known as the ‘postwar consensus’, 
which broke down in the mid-1970s after the economic recession in 1971 to 1973.  Whilst the 
consensus is a dominant idea in much literature relating to post war history, the extent to which 
a broad political consensus was reached remains debated (Pimlott, Kavanagh and Morris, 
2008).  What is agreed, is that postwar education was identified as the redeeming element that 
would create a socially cohesive society (Jones, 2016). British politics during this time were 
formulated on the concept of a better post-war Britain and saw the creation of the modern 
welfare state, built on a political ideology of social democracy, where equality of opportunity 
(Forrester and Garratt, 2016) was at the heart of society. The government ideology during the 
period between 1945 and 1979 brought ‘political consensus about the purpose of education in 
reducing social inequalities, social mobility and creating a more meritocratic society’ (Forrester 
and Garratt, 2016: 9). Equality of opportunity was thus facilitated by state intervention during 
that time.  Richard Butler, President of the Board of Education, with the approval of the then 
Prime Minister, Winston Churchill was allowed to produce an Education Bill, on the condition 
that agreement was gained from all political parties including church leaders. This placed a 
financial burden on Roman Catholic and Anglican schools, whereby they would be expected 
to provide a considerable share of capital costs themselves; church leaders did not find this 
wholly acceptable (Gosden, 1983). The Act brought church schools in line with the national 





saw the establishment of the system of voluntary controlled and voluntary aided schools 
(Gosden, 1983).  Those who could not meet the financial expectation became voluntary 
controlled schools, to gain voluntary aided status 50% of the capital cost had to be met. With 
this price, came greater independence and influence on the organisation and running of schools. 
This structure of voluntary aided and controlled schools has been retained in the school system 
in contemporary society and demonstrates the legacy of the 1944 Education Act.  
By 1944, the war was coming to an end. The government recognised the impact of evacuation 
on millions of children, and so plans were made to rebuild a post-war society, marked by peace 
and stability (Simon, 1991). The 1944 Education Act was designed to address pupils' academic 
development, but additionally to address personal needs in recognition of the impact of the war 
on children’s wellbeing (Barber, 1994). The main thrust of the 1944 Education Act, as 
emphasised by Tomlinson (1993), was about structural arrangements, not control of the 
curriculum. In addition to new school structures, Local Education Authorities (LEAs) were 
established, which formed the central point of local governance of schools (Tomlinson, 1993). 
The statutory system of education was to be organised in three progressive stages: 
… to be known as primary education, secondary education, and further 
education; and it shall be the duty of the local education authority for every 
area, so far as their powers extend, to contribute towards the spiritual, 
moral, mental, and physical development of the community by securing 
that efficient education throughout those stages shall be available to meet 
the needs of the population of their area.  
Ministry of Education (1944a: 7)  
LEAs were to ensure separate schools for primary and secondary education and that nursery 
education was available for under-fives, this structure again promised a distinct experience of 
primary school education for those children aged five to eleven. The Act replaced the Board of 
Education, with the Ministry of Education, and gave the Minister 'a creative rather than a 
merely controlling function, charging him with promoting education in England and Wales' 
(Mackinnon and Statham 1999: 54). This Act was seen as one of the most radical overhauls of 
the education system to date and promised a free, common and universal system of education 
for pupils, underpinned by the principle that: 
… the nature of a child's education should be based on his capacity and 





Board of Education (1943b: 7) 
Two months after the publication of the 1944 Education Act, the McNair Report (Ministry of 
Education, 1944b) on the training of teachers was published. This laid out a series of 
recommendations which saw the progress of the professional status of teaching. Amongst these 
were recommendations for a probationary year following qualification, which remains a 
requirement in current teacher education programmes; the requirement for trainee teachers, 
undertaking three year training programmes, to spend a full term in school in ‘continuous 
teaching practice’ (Board of Education, 1944: section 272); and a recognition of the 
significance of a good primary school education stating that primary education ‘profoundly 
affects the educational prospects of children when they reach secondary education’ (Board of 
Education, 1944: section 172). At the end of the war in 1945 and 1946, the men who had been 
at war returned home. Few teachers had been trained during the war period, the leaving age of 
pupils was raised from 14 to 15 in 1947, increasing the numbers of pupils in schools by 
approximately 400,000 (Gosden, 1983), therefore exposing a teacher shortage crisis. McNair’s 
report was timely in preempting the numbers of teachers required to sustain the new 
educational structures.  In order to manage large classes and few resources, teachers employed 
traditional methods of classroom practice.  
Traditional methods, according to Hargreaves (2000), were borne out of mass public education, 
where the experience of recitation, transmission, note taking and question and answer were 
common teaching approaches. The main objective was to keep order, the classroom was 
carefully orchestrated, a hands-up, homogenised, approach led to orderly classrooms 
(Hammersley, 1977, in Hargreaves 2000). And so, these approaches became a norm, and those 
norms become the expected behaviours of classrooms, evident in today’s education system 
where 19th century models of pedagogy are recognisable in classrooms in the 21st century. 
Features developed to manage and educate large numbers of children can be seen in the 
architecture of 20th and 21st century schools, with halls for dining, assembly, singing and 
collective worship (see p54).  
Typical classroom organisation designed with tables and chairs facing a board, in the past a 





distinctive feature of the school. Gardner (2002) perceptively describes how the fundamental 
structure of classroom teaching remains stable across centuries. He states: 
It has been this relative endurance of form over time which has resulted in 
the sedimentation of many conventional strategies for classroom 
management … 
  Gardner (2002: 125-6) 
Therefore, despite changes to legislation, education policy and technological advancement, and 
despite the changing nature of society over time, what remains distinct is the nature of these 
embedded structures.  These have created the expectations for teachers, pupils and the 
architectural design underpinning schools.   
The rhetoric of the 1944 Education Act was that the compulsory education system would 
provide equity for school pupils, especially in relation to secondary education (Ozga, 2000). 
At its founding, the 1944 Act replaced almost all previous education legislation, introduced 
free secondary education for all pupils from 11 to 15 years of age (McCulloch, 2002) and raised 
the school leaving age to 15. Whilst the Act made secondary education free for all up to the 
age of 15, it did not recommend specific provision (Lawn and Ozga, 1986). In some authorities 
a ‘tripartite’ system of education was introduced.  The development of this system by some 
LEAs was surely influenced by the Norwood Report (Board of Education, 1943a) which 
suggested the secondary school system should cater for pupils’ aptitudes and interests and that 
secondary education should be based on three broad categories, grammar schools, technical 
schools and secondary modern schools. At that time, the eleven-plus therefore, provided the 
means of selection for those deemed best placed to attend the grammar schools based on 
intelligence. For many pupils this experience of selection would impact negatively on their 
primary school education. Many LEAs experimented with this system, which eventually gave 
way to the comprehensive system in 1965 (McCulloch, 2002). The approach undertaken by 
some LEAs was not received positively by all, for example McCulloch (2002), states that the 
chief inspector for secondary schools noted privately in a memorandum to the Ministry of 
Education in 1945, that the division of children into three categories was both theoretical and 
artificial, and ‘that if it is pressed and translated into bricks, mortar and regulations, it will have 





Nevertheless, at the heart of the 1944 Act was ‘education for all’ and for the first-time children 
would experience a continuous education system from primary, to secondary and through to 
further and higher education (Abbot, et al, 2013). The Education Act of 1944 set out a bold 
ambition of education for all, but what remained within the tripartite approach was a selective 
school system which challenged the premise of the act. This meant that education for all, was 
true only to a certain extent; for many children grammar school was out of reach and teachers 
would focus on those who showed potential to pass the eleven-plus examination (Jackson, 
1961). The experience for many children would mean that they would not receive the same 
attention or coaching in school (Ozga, 2000). The system, as discussed by Simon (1992), 
accepted approximately 30% and rejected 70% of pupils overall. Numbers of grammar schools 
varied and proportionately this created inequality for children living in areas where there were 
fewer grammar schools.  
Research points to the inequalities of selection, for example, Banks’ (1955) critical study of 
secondary schools argued that grammar schools widened the existing divisions of power and 
prestige in the social structure. Grammar schools remained predominantly middle-class 
institutions, with a small minority of highly selected, working-class students passing the 
eleven-plus, in some authorities as few as 12% of pupils passed the exam (Ball, 2008). Added 
to this was the confidence placed in intelligence testing, in which, as the eleven-plus did, and 
as Simon (1992) explains, a rationale was found in the argument of in-born, fixed intelligence, 
believed at the time to be largely genetically determined. Therefore, the concept of equal 
provision of education as public good (Simon, 1992), as defined by the 1944 Education Act, 
was thwarted, and what opened up was a marketplace ideology, creating competition and 
inequality.   
One major flaw was that the system was only a bipartite system as few technical colleges were 
established (Forrester and Garratt, 2016), because this was not a legislative requirement, local 
education authorities could choose whether or not to establish this educational provision.  
Sanderson (1987) argues that this was a significant lost opportunity of the twentieth-century 
education system, whereby valuable education and training could have had considerable impact 
post-war, when technical skills were scarce, and much needed by industry. The legacy of this 





and academic pathways. Government proposals in 2019 propose investment, in each large 
British city, for the creation of Institutes of Technology to support vocational and technical 
training, apprenticeships and industry related training (Adams, 2019). Furthermore, although 
not related to selection, standard attainment tests taken in year six, act in a similar way to the 
eleven-plus because these set the baseline expectations for pupils’ secondary school success 
and outcomes.  
Research into pupils’ experiences demonstrates how inequalities in the system were frustrating 
for teachers, as well as impacting on the experience of pupils. Jackson (1961), a teacher during 
that time, found that selection at age eleven, often led to pre-selection. Thus, educational 
rejection was experienced by for many at a young age. The experiences of pupils are lacking 
in the research literature. As the majority of grammar schools were male single-sex 
establishments, girls were routinely disadvantaged by the system (Chitty, 2014). Chitty also 
noted, that many girls attending secondary modern school, who were denied a grammar school 
place, secured five or more passes at O level (Chitty, 2014), exposing the spurious argument 
about intelligence testing (Jones, 2016) and the need for a required level of intelligence to 
undertake an examination route through school.  Further to this, Chitty (2014) states that public 
confidence in the eleven-plus was waning as there was discontent in a system which subjected 
young children to high-stakes testing. This demonstrated the strain placed on children at a 
young age, the future of their education defined by the outcomes of an intelligence test, and 
their prospects thwarted if they failed. The divisive nature of the eleven-plus was recognised 
as being detrimental to children’s learning and reflected a poor education experience for those 
not selected to take the examination. 
Research evidence further demonstrates how these methods of selection impacted negatively 
on children’s school experiences in various ways. For example, research by Sarnoff, Sarason, 
Lighthall and Davidson (1959) demonstrated that pupils taking the eleven-plus examination 
often experienced anxiety, which could sometimes positively impact their results, but was more 
often seen to have a negative effect. Additionally, Burke and Grosvenor (2003: 67), argue that 
schools are key forces in reproducing inequalities in society ‘as they perform their function of 
sifting, selecting, awarding and failing’. This reflects the impact that policy can have on those 





Skipper and Douglas (2016) argue that tests which lead to selection for educational places 
suggest that intelligence is fixed, their research demonstrates how this is problematic for young 
people’s perceptions of their educational ability.  
Similarly, selection was often a negative educational experience for girls; girls were often 
overlooked for grammar school places, despite their ability and achievement in the eleven-plus 
examinations. The traditional expectation for boys to attend grammar schools prevailed 
through selection and the greater number of grammar schools for boys than girls. Research by 
Yates and Pidgeon (1958) demonstrated that girls outperformed boys on most tests, and that 
this performance continued for some years into secondary education. The results of the eleven-
plus were manipulated or adjusted to fit the numbers of places in given areas (Chitty, 2014). 
At the time, it was assumed that girls matured more quickly than boys did, and this explained 
girls’ higher performance. Chitty (2014: 28), presents a newspaper story from 1954 in the 
Hunt’s Post (Huntingdonshire) with the headline ‘Girls Brainier than Boys’. This story reported 
that too many girls had passed the eleven-plus and therefore boys would be admitted to 
grammar schools with inferior educational performance than some of the girls who were 
excluded. The legacy of this prevails with the frequently expressed moral panic of girls’ 
overachievement (Shelton, 2013) and that overachieving girls are somehow seen as disrupting 
a perceived natural order (Paule, 2008), that this is a social problem and somehow the cause of 
boys’ underachievement (Shelton, 2013).  
However, the distinctive nature of the primary school was gathering pace, it had a progressive 
curriculum and teaching methods (Shuayb and O’Donnell, 2008) and the experience for pupils 
was visible through classroom practices designed for the age range intended. This was the 
beginning of an era where teachers enjoyed professional autonomy, usually reserved for the 
medical and law professions (Whitty and Power, 2000), it was the so-called golden age of 
teacher control (Le Grand, 1997). According to Whitty and Power (2000), parents of children 
in state schools were expected to trust the professionals and accept that teachers knew what 
was best for their children. This may constitute autonomy, or it may point to a system which 






In the 1950s, a rise in the birth rate meant that schools were overcrowded, and class sizes 
continued to grow (Roberts, 2011). The ‘Emergency Training Scheme’, introduced in 1945, 
provided an additional 35,000 teachers into schools, qualifying after only one year of training, 
young men and women who had some experience of life outside school or college subsequently 
found employment in primary and secondary schools (Crook, 1997). Several emergency 
colleges for men became co-educational and between 1948 and 1949, fourteen men’s or co-
educational emergency colleges became permanent women’s colleges (Harnett and Lee, 2003).  
Any reform to the public-school system was not addressed in parliamentary debates during this 
time. In fact, Tomlinson (Education Minister from 1947 to 1951), in a statement to head 
teachers of private schools, made it clear that any reform would be in the distant future (Jones, 
2016).  For parents who could afford it, private school education was an attractive option.  
The rhetoric of the 1944 Education Act was its claim to equality of education for all. In reality, 
this was not the case and in the mid-1950s the flaws of the Act began to be exposed and the 
inequitable system was recognised. Jackson (1961) stated: 
… society demanded that they be selected at eleven, therefore we pre-
selected at ten, nine, eight, seven, even six. 
Jackson (1961: 6) 
Power in the education system was evident through the treatment of girls, but arguably all 
pupils in the education system experience the oppression of power relationships and systems. 
This reflects how education was and remains a form of social control used as a powerful 
political lever. Power relations in systems were articulated by Foucault (1977), who made the 
comparison between schools and prisons, where schools, like prisons, are ‘panoptic’, ruled by 
surveillance.  Similarly, Waters (2013) draws comparisons between schools and the workplace, 
in relation to the structure and design which set power boundaries to which pupils must 
conform, and managing behaviours, for example, children cease academic work when a bell 
rings to take a break. Attitudes and behaviours are set within a norm, along with uniforms, 
bells, breaks, the curriculum; thus, children have limited choice about their learning. 
Accordingly, there are the structural norms that become expected throughout schooling and 
education (Waters, 2013), thus the aims and purposes of education become harder to ascertain 





of education has not been decided, how does such power prevail.  This leads to the fundamental 
question of the purpose of primary education, a debate which is returned to when new 
governments take office, or when there are crises in education and the economy. That 
fundamental question still remains, despite the many curriculum and educational reviews 
(Dearing, 1994; Rose, 2009; Alexander and Armstrong, 2010), hence the purposes and aims of 
education continue to be imposed by sanction rather than by consensus (Alexander and 
Armstrong, 2010).  
Returning to inequalities in school, in addition to gender inequality, was the impact on working 
class children. The results of the eleven-plus were noted to have a strong correlation between 
success or failure and social class. Those attending the secondary modern schools often 
experienced poor teaching, accommodation was poor, and resources were limited (Abbot, et 
al, 2013).  At primary level, children from working class backgrounds were disadvantaged, 
their ability often overlooked because of streaming based on ability for the eleven-plus, often 
undertaken with pupils as young as seven (Jones, 2016). Lowe (1997) discusses how the 1944 
Education Act was an opportunity to take a new approach to primary education, but as 
characteristics of the previous elementary school system were being reinforced because of the 
eleven-plus, primary schools were slow to change.  By 1951, according to Lowe (1997), there 
were still some one million children in all-age schools. 
However, change was on the horizon, teachers were beginning to create a phase of education 
that was age appropriate and the nature of primary education was beginning to evolve (Abbot 
et al, 2013). 
2.2.1 Changing perceptions of primary education 
Because there were teachers who were optimistic about the educational possibilities of the 1944 
Education Act, they began to enact the changes that had been promised and the ethos of primary 
education was set to change (Abbot, et al, 2013). The previously perceived dull routines (Jones, 
2016), narrow curriculum (Lawton, 2006) and harsh discipline (Chitty, 2014) adopted through 
the implementation of mass education and common across, what were now known as primary 
schools, were to be contrasted with child-centred education (Abbot, et al, 2013). This would 





participation, interaction and emotional involvement in their learning (Marsh, 1970; Jones, 
2016). Indeed, in 1955, the subject of primary education was discussed in parliament, marking 
just over ten years since the 1944 Education was passed. It was stated by Lord Silkin that: 
…the ages of five to eleven are, in the opinion of most people, the most 
important in a child's educational life—they are described as the formative 
years. 
   Silkin, 1955 (in Hansard: cc607)  
Silkin (1955), sparked a debate on the purpose of primary education, quoting the 1944 
Education Act, which made reference to the aim of primary schools for fostering the potential 
of children. Silkin made a strong claim for better buildings, smaller class-sizes and high-quality 
teaching (Silkin in Hansard, 1955). In the 1950s and 1960s, approaches to pedagogy began to 
change (Tisdall, 2016). There was a marked move from a rigid syllabus, designed to prepare 
children for secondary education, to a more child-focused curriculum (Tisdall, 2016). This 
recognised the unique phase of the primary school in children’s learning (Marsh, 1970; Chitty, 
2014) and school experiences for children would alter significantly. During this time, a marked 
difference was also seen in advice given to parents about child-rearing practices, society was 
changing. Advice and guidance encouraged a shift from rigid, behaviourist routines previously 
endorsed, with greater emphasis on the needs and routines of the child being promoted (Tisdall, 
2016). Thus, the distinct nature and character of the primary school was emerging. 
The social and educational contexts were rapidly changing in Britain, the country enjoyed full 
employment and the economy was strong (Brooke, 2003); postwar society was more affluent. 
Between 1951-1964 the Conservative party significantly increased the financial resources for 
education (Jones, 2016). Education was important to the economy, opportunities for further 
education were increasing and primary school teachers of children were challenged to provide 
an education, which was fit for purpose for the age of the children it served (Chitty, 2014). 
However, despite these challenges, the reality in many primary schools was that they had 
become a ‘sorting, classifying and, selective mechanism’ (Conner and Lofthouse, 1990: 15) in 
preparing those children who were most likely to pass, for the eleven-plus examination. 
Changing perceptions of the primary school phase and the pedagogy in primary schools was 





Matters of curriculum content had not been defined when the1944 Education Act was passed, 
curriculum content from the 1870s was still prevalent; with the 3Rs (reading, writing and 
arithmetic) predominant in primary schools, because at the time, this had been seen as a 
financially viable route to education for a literate society (Barber, 1994). In 1959, the Ministry 
of Education published Primary Education: Suggestions for the consideration of teachers and 
others concerned with the work of Primary Schools. This superseded the previous Handbook 
of Suggestions published in 1937, which considered the instruction of children in schools across 
the then, elementary phase of education. This later publication called for greater consideration 
of the quality of education provided for the primary phase and for a ‘firmer realisation that 
children’s capacities, whether they be small or great, should be exercised to the full’ (Ministry 
of Education, 1959: v). It is in this publication that the changing approaches to primary school 
education were expressed. It set out a series of chapters pertaining to the education of children 
in primary schools with discussions on the different phases of the primary school, the working 
of the school and the curriculum (Ministry of Education, 1959). The publication sets out the 
task of education as two-fold: 
…to enable children to grow up as good members of the societies in which 
they live and this entails a sufficient degree of conformity to the ways of 
these societies. 
And  
…to develop in them a proper sense of independence, thought and action 
which implies a power to choose and to make judgments on their own 
account. 
Ministry of Education (1959: 78) 
The ideals of primary education at this time were to ensure children were disciplined, that they 
could conduct themselves freely as individuals and play a part in their society, which would 
support them in living unselfishly with their peers and other people they would encounter 
(Ministry of Education, 1959). These ideals demonstrate a polarity of intentions, to explain, in 
the former of the two tasks a utilitarian purpose is promoted, with conformity to societal 
expectations and citizenship. In contrast, the latter of the two tasks expresses the promotion of 
freedom of thought and empowerment. The dichotomy here presents key questions about the 
purpose of education, firstly, is the purpose of education to create a more efficient society or is 





do both? Should it? A further question is then raised, what is deemed worthwhile and who 
decides.   
The impact of the flawed eleven-plus system was also beginning to gather interest, particularly 
as the understanding of the processes and consequences of learning and teaching were 
changing, and sociological examination of the education system highlighted the predominant 
inequalities (Ross, 2000). Tensions in government, following the elections of 1945 were 
evident, with much support within the Labour Party for multilateral and comprehensive schools 
(Waters, 2013), nevertheless Ellen Wilkinson continued to support the tripartite system (Jones, 
2016), the impact of which continued to support a segregated approach to education. Lawton 
(1980) contends that ministers were either out of date in their educational theory or were more 
in support of an elitist version of schooling than a comprehensive system. By 1957, it was 
estimated that 60,000 children a year were misplaced in grammar and secondary modern 
schools (Yates and Pidgeon, 1958). Towards the end of the 1950s the discussion about the 
tripartite system, where separate schools were established for different intellectual abilities and 
the debate on a more inclusive comprehensive education system, which catered for all children, 
were drawing to a close (Lawton, 1980). With a thriving economy in the late 1950s (Jones, 
2016), education was expanding, and the matter of curriculum was now beginning to receive 
discussion to ensure children had better quality education with more breadth, their experience 
of education would again change.  
The 1965 government circular, ‘10/65 Organisation of Secondary Education’, declared the 
Labour government’s objective of ending selection at eleven and eliminating tripartism and 
separatism in secondary education (Mackinnon and Statham, 1999). Promoted by a circular, 
rather than through legislation, raises questions about the intention of change. The impact on 
the reorganisation of secondary schools, had a positive impact on primary schools. 
Comprehensive secondary education was not selective; thus, children were no longer being 
prepared for the eleven-plus examinations and the nature of primary schooling was to see a 
significant change in ethos (Jones, 2016), pressure was lifted from primary schools. Despite 
this, opportunities for advancement were still inequitable; the elitist independent schools were 
still protected from reform. Crosland (1956), writing about social reform and social justice for 





to the grammar school system which disadvantaged the above average ability, working class 
pupils. The private schools were left to their own devices, maintaining the prevailing stratifying 
effect in the education system (Ozga, 2000). Therefore, the ambition of education for all 
continued to be undermined by the presence of fee-paying schools within the sector.  
The social context of Britain was undergoing significant change, mass immigration in the 
1950s and 1960s (McDowell, 2018) marked the development of an increasing multi-cultural 
society. In England, in 1955 there were 27,000 immigrants from the West Indies and 6000 from 
India; by 1961 the yearly figure was over 66,000 from the West Indies, 23,000 from India and 
25,000 immigrants from Pakistan (Male, 1980). Despite increased immigration, there was no 
clear-cut education policy at national level to support the education of children from immigrant 
backgrounds (Male, 1980).  As austerity receded there were growing demands for better 
education in the 1960s (Waters, 2013). At the same time the feminist movement was growing 
strong, and perceptions of girls were beginning to change.  Feminists began to focus on female 
underachievement and the ways in which females were prevented from reaching their potential 
(Shelton, 2013). The ‘genderquake’ (Wilkinson, 1994), saw feminists challenge the patriarchal 
and stereotypical perceptions and roles that had been imposed on women. They opposed gender 
roles and the oppression of women and called for a reordering of society. This shift impacted 
positively on women’s rights and would eventually begin to reposition women in society.  
2.2.2 A tale of two influences 
I discussed earlier (p18) the notion of the overlaying of educational policy over time, this is 
evident through the large number of initiatives and policies imposed on primary education. The 
aims, values and purpose of primary education have continued to be shaped by two main 
influences, firstly that of child-centred, progressive approaches, calling for autonomous and 
flexible approaches to education (Boyce, 1938; Marshall, 1963; Plowden, 1967; Marsh, 1970; 
Donaldson, 1978; Waters, 2013). The second, driven by the political and socio-economic goals 
of the country with an emphasis on centralisation and standardisation (Lawton, 1980).   
By the 1960s, according to Shuayb and O’Donnell (2008), primary education was following 
the direction of humanist, child-centred education philosophies and this ‘progressive 





Teachers were encouraged to consider and develop classroom-level change, which saw 
children as unique persons whose individuality was to be respected (Cunningham, 1988).  
2.2.3 Unique persons in the primary school 
The Plowden Report (1967), was influential in changing the nature of primary education and 
clearly emphasised how education should respect and value childhood and not project onto it 
the notion of children as ‘future’ adults’ (Plowden, 1967). Plowden (1967) called for teachers 
to seek individual approaches to the education of the child and to nurture learning as a 
collaboration between children and their teachers (Plowden, 1967). Coe’s (1988), influential 
research of child-centred education spanning 40 years, highlights what he described as the 
strengths of primary education under a child-centred approach. His observational research in 
the 1970s, followed children aged five to nine and their teacher, evidencing how the ‘powers 
of the youngest children were realised to an extent never before thought possible’ (Coe, 1988: 
56). He observed interactions between teachers and pupils; his research demonstrated how 
children were encouraged to achieve success. They experienced a suitable learning 
environment where the holistic nature of learning was key to their accomplishments.  
Coe (1988) observed how educational approaches and evolutionary development influenced 
classroom practice and shaped the educational experience for children, as endorsed by Plowden 
(1967). Coe’s (1988) research represented a school system where children were invested and 
involved in their education, rather than going through the motions of learning. This was a 
significant shift from the traditional approaches discussed earlier and emphasised the change 
to children’s primary school experience at that time. The Plowden report called for greater 
parental involvement in schools and their children’s education, and Plowden (1967), being 
critical of the assimilation policies for pupils of ethnic minorities, made recommendations for 
integration policies and practices to replace previous ones of assimilation (Jones, 2016).  In 
schools, assimilation was criticised because children were expected to conform to British 
values and beliefs with no consideration or concessions to the values and beliefs of migrant 
and minority children (Male, 1980).   
Male (1980), and Shuayb and O’Donnell (2008), highlight that a legacy of the Plowden Report 





purposes of education, in the changing of attitudes towards pupils of ethnic minorities and those 
children with special educational needs. Male (1980) discusses that despite the increasing 
numbers of migrants to England during the 1950s and 1960s, there were lost opportunities in 
England to express educational policy regarding multicultural education. It was Plowden 
(1967), who made recommendations for a revised approach to the curriculum; stating that 
children from diverse backgrounds could enrich the understanding of teachers and peers and 
that their culture could be preserved in school through carefully planned lessons.  
The report and its underlying philosophy, primarily based on Piagetian theory (1936), adopted 
a developmental staged approach to the acquisition and application of knowledge.  Piaget’s 
work on child development was well known and at the time, widely accepted (Donaldson, 
1978). This influence is noticeable in other publications related to children’s learning, Marsh 
(1970) for example, advocates not only the work of Piaget, but also Vygotsky (1962) with 
reference to the ‘teacher as a guide and consultant’ and the use of an ‘untimetabled day’, to 
‘reveal a wide range of [children’s] interests’ (Marsh 1970:127).  
For Plowden (1967) the importance of children leading their learning, being curious about the 
world and learning by discovery were paramount:  
Initial curiosity, often stimulated by the environment the teacher provides, 
leads to questions and to a consideration of what questions it is sensible to 
ask and how to find the answers… He will miss the whole point if he tells 
the children the answers or indicates too readily how the answers may be 
found, but he must not let them flounder too long or too helplessly, and can 
often come to the rescue by asking another question. 
  The Plowden Report (1967: paragraph 669) 
The approaches advocated in the Plowden Report (1967) were widely accepted by teachers and 
many teacher-training programmes adopted a child-centred philosophy to the education and 
training of teachers (Shuayb and O’Donnell, 2008). During this time, head teachers had 
autonomy and authority in the decisions made in their schools (Waters, 2013). This meant that 
although recommendations were made in reports, they could and would choose whether to 
accommodate recommendations. The concept of childhood in the progressive educational 
culture was linked to the theory that learning was the product of active relationships, with 





(1967: 194). Plowden’s use of the generic masculine in her discussion of teacher and pupil, the 
use of the generic masculine denotes the societal expectations of the time but may also mark 
the prevailing dominance of patriarchy in relation to the education sector. The use of non-
gendered terms exists for words such as person, people or somebody but gender-neutral 
pronouns do not exist in English language, although the use of ‘they’ and ‘their’ has recently 
risen in popularity. This use of the masculine as opposed to the feminine, preserves and 
privileges certain professional roles or expectations in society, the research of Miller and James 
(2004) demonstrates how the use of the generic masculine leads people to understate women 
in a specific context, in what are intended to be gender-neutral cases. This is common in the 
literature when referring to male and female teachers.  
The child-centred approach was not popular with those in favour of more traditional 
educational methods. Shortly after the publication of the Plowden Report (1967), Dearden 
(1968) published ‘The Philosophy of Primary Education’ which set out a clear and 
unambiguous argument for the virtue of the elementary system of the past, that ‘it made clear 
to the teacher what he was supposed to do’ (Dearden, 1968: 10). Whilst acknowledging the 
need for educational reform, he questioned which elements of the report should be 
implemented and went further to ask how the teacher should conceive of his new role in the 
primary school. Questioning the purpose of primary education and the role of the teacher, he 
asks: 
Is he to be an instructor, an unobtrusive arranger of self-directed activities, a 
therapist, a guarantor of happiness, an engineer of warm personal 
relationships in which none shall feel the draught of disapproval? What is he 
to teach, if indeed he may ‘teach’ at all without suffering the pangs of 
conscience bred in him by an extreme child-centred ideology?  
Dearden (1968: 11) 
His use of the generic male reflects the dominance of the male role in education, particularly 
as this statement is a rejection of Plowden’s ideas for the primary school. Similarly, Peters 
(1969), like Ecclestone and Hayes (2008, 2019) rejects these notions of educational approaches 
which encouraged the growth and development of primary aged pupils, referencing physical 
and psychological elements of growth and development as the business of doctors and health 





child development are logical, the school is a place of learning, however what Plowden 
advocated was a more integrated view of the child and a better understanding of how children 
learn. Critical of child-centred pedagogies, Peters (1969: 16) described Plowden’s image of the 
teacher as a ‘child-grower’, who manipulates the environment, which he suggested, ignores 
processes of transmission and motivation. These approaches of transmission view the child as 
a passive recipient, echoing the practice of the 19th century. What Plowden was advocating was 
a shift in that view, where children’s developing knowledge and understanding required a 
differentiated approach. His critique and that of the other contributors, is dismissive and cynical 
of Plowden. Plowden’s recommendations focused on the inborn nature of the child, endorsing 
enquiry-based discovery learning, informal and flexible approaches to learning (Galton et al, 
1980), these are common features in classrooms in contemporary society and recognisable in 
the curricula of teacher education programmes.  
According to Alexander (1990), in his paper ‘Plowden: Truth and Myths’, there were three 
versions of the Plowden Report, firstly there was the report itself, as published, which remains 
a positive influence on teachers, and as he describes, has transformed approaches to primary 
education. Then there was the second version, whereby well-meaning enthusiasts would apply 
methods in the classroom under the veil of the Plowden Report, prompted by ‘doctrinal 
interpretations’ (Alexander, 1990:2) of the report as opposed to reading the report itself. The 
third version was that of the proponents of traditional educational methods who were 
determined to discredit the approaches as recommended by Plowden and upheld spurious and 
erroneous assertions, shaped by the belief that education was failing in the 1960s and 1970s.  
The Plowden Report, according to Galton et al (1980), crystallised a growing consensus of the 
ideal nature of primary education, during a period of societal change.  Society was rapidly 
changing, denoted by significant social movements, society was more permissive and fewer 
restraints were placed on young people than previously (Galton et al, 1980). Plowden 
recommended a different approach to the curriculum. A shift from a subject-based curriculum 
to one where children could cross subject boundaries enhancing the acquisition of knowledge 
through a focus on understanding. This cross-curricula approach to learning was adopted in 
many classrooms and the nature of the pupil-teacher relationship changed as observed by 





relationships are key for good learning to occur (O’Connor, Dearing and Collins, 2011; 
O’Connor, Collins, and Supplee, 2012) this relates to forming attachments for academic and 
social adjustment and how good classroom relationships can provide a stable platform for 
progression through the school years. A key observation, borne out of the recommendations of 
the Plowden Report was the attention that should be given to the unique nature of each 
individual child. What Galton et al (1980: 43-44) observed was the ‘enormously wide 
variability in physical and intellectual maturity of children of the same age’. Their research 
revealed that individualisation of the classroom process was an essential feature in successful 
learning. Key to this discussion are the findings of Galton et al’s (1980) educational research, 
aligned to Plowden’s recommendations on the disadvantages of streaming children and the 
need for individual and active learning. This emphasised the importance of well-organised 
classrooms, where children could work on differentiated tasks, according to ability and levels 
of development, working individually with the teacher and in small group tasks with peers.   
Success stories, now educational legacies, were borne out of the Plowden Report (1967); the 
Educational Priority Area (EPA) scheme for example, which provided the basis for socio-
educational interventions (Alexander, 2007). These again exemplify the overlaying of policy, 
but critically the legacy of the report, as interventions can be mirrored by the Education Action 
Zones instigated by the Labour government in 1998 and the Opportunity Areas (OAs) 
programme announced in October 2016 under the Conservative government. Twelve Local 
Authority Districts (LADs) identified because of the social, economic and cultural change they 
faced in improving the life chances of young people and selected as those requiring most 
support. This is significant because Derby City was one of the first of these OAs and 
demonstrates some of the challenges regarding disadvantage that have prevailed over time, in 
the geographical location of this research.  
Plowden (1967), recognised the social disadvantage that existed in parts of the country. In her 
report she suggested the immediate expansion of pre-school education, as a means of tackling 
social disadvantage, an area in which our European counterparts were excelling (Alexander, 
2007). A report in 2014 by the Institute for Fiscal Studies demonstrated the impact of high-
quality early years education on the economy. Findings demonstrated that those attending pre-





academic outcomes by the end of Key Stage Four and increased employability opportunities 
and earnings in later life (Cattan, Crawford and Dearden, 2014).  
The nature of individualised approaches to teaching remain important features in primary 
education. Possibly one of the most important recommendations made by Plowden was the 
notion of integrating services to ensure holistic evaluation of a child’s progress. The reality of 
which was not achieved until nearly 40 years later, with the launch of Every Child Matters 
(2003), which was in part created following the tragic death of Victoria Climbié. This 
government initiative led to the Children Act (2004), reflecting Plowden’s articulation of 
integrated services in 1967: 
Co-operation between family doctors, school and public health services and 
hospitals should be closer… Closer collaboration between social workers 
and medical and nursing staff is necessary; but the doctors and nurses will 
themselves need an increasing knowledge of social work. 
Plowden Report (1967: paragraph 215) 
Regardless of the views cast on the Plowden report, it is clear that Plowden extoled the virtues 
of ensuring every child had the best possible start in life. However, following on from the three 
versions of Plowden as discussed by Alexander (1990), there is a fourth version of Plowden 
that I would like to propose. The rejection of a feminised approach to education. The 
feminisation of the sector is often associated with the fact that primary teaching is 
predominantly a female profession (Skelton, 2002) but it is also as a result of strengthened 
interpretations of the role of the primary teacher as a ‘woman’s role’. I propose that the 
rejection of a feminised approach to education related to the position of women in society at 
the time of the publication of Plowden’s report and reflected a rejection of female leadership 
in the education arena. Interpreted by influential male educationalists as a challenge to the 
overarching patriarchal territory of education, because women were seen to pose a threat to 
hierarchy in making headway toward equality (Faludi, 1991: 46). But further to this, the 
‘feminised primary school’ discourse, that prevails today, suggests more males are required in 
the primary sector to counteract the feminised nature of primary schools (Skelton, 2012); 
suggesting women teachers are somehow deficient and which again demonstrates a rejection 
of a feminised approach to education. I argue that the feminisation of the primary school has 





be evidenced through discussions at governmental level. Tomlinson (1949), for example, 
demonstrates this in his discussion of the pressure on primary schools due to the rising birth 
rate and the need for women to teach younger children in schools: 
The peak of the pressure on the infants' schools will come in 1953 and 1954. 
Generally speaking, men cannot be employed as teachers of infants. I know 
there have been suggestions that we should attempt to solve the problem in 
this way, but, again, I should like to say that all my experience teaches me 
that the younger the child the more confidence he has in the opposite sex to 
mine. 
Tomlinson, 1949 (in Hansard: cc1976) 
Research by Harnett and Lee (2003), further demonstrates this feminised construction of 
primary education through workforce planning, particularly after the war. The emergency 
training scheme, ceased recruiting males, as it was evident that more males had returned to 
teach after the war than had been predicted, and the rising birth rate, with increased numbers 
of younger children in school, cast women into the roles for teaching the youngest children.  
Further to this, because married female teachers were more likely to leave the profession than 
their male counterparts, the recruitment of women was maintained at a higher ration of women 
to men. In 1951 the first report from the National Advisory Council for the Training and Supply 
of Teachers, made a statement that there was not, and had not been in the last five years, any 
shortage of recruitment of male candidates. In the late 1950s and 1960s the percentage of male 
primary teachers was 25% (Harnett and Lee, 2003). Plowden (1967) noted that 45% of older 
pupils in primary schools were taught by men, but 90% of children up to the age of seven were 
taught by women.  
However, the feminisation of the primary school has long and prevailing history in primary 
education. The notion that women should teach the youngest pupils in schools, can be traced 
back to the introduction of elementary state education in 1870 where teaching young children 
was deemed as female work, the dominant discourse, as articulated by Forrester (2005), was 
constructed around the association of nurturing as a female attribute. Drawing parallels with 
motherhood and teaching young children, Forrester (2005), further highlights how the growing 
number of women teachers in the burgeoning elementary schools were viewed with low esteem 
and rewarded with low pay. This was further compounded by the position and status granted 





prevalent at that time, meant males could only teach if they had been privately educated and 
thus males were employed in public schools. This was further exacerbated though the decades, 
into the late nineteenth century, with clichéd gender roles seen by increased numbers of female 
teachers and their male manager/headteacher counterparts (Forrester, 2005).  
In the 1980s there were increasing calls for more male primary teachers to ameliorate the 
impression that teaching in primary schools was ‘women’s work’ and to simultaneously 
improve pay and promotion opportunities in the primary sector, brought about by conventional 
and patriarchal perspectives of the role of women teachers (Skelton, 2002). This brought on 
escalating opinions in the 1990s that the feminisation of the primary school was somehow 
detrimental to boys’ education, coupled with negative connotations that the trend was a 
worrying one which needed to be reversed (Smith 1999 in Skelton, 2002). This discourse of 
the feminisation of primary schools is, according to Skelton (2012:1), damaging and 
detrimental to female teachers as it presents a school system which is ‘deficient and defective’. 
Returning to patriarchy in the education sector and the rejection of Plowden, the use of the 
generic masculine returns in the writing of influential male educationalists such as Dearden 
(1968) and Peters (1969). Thus, re-asserting patriarchy and demonstrating the patriarchal 
rejection of Plowden’s report and the feminisation of the primary school, when questioning her 
description of the primary school classroom and the role of the teacher.    
By the 1970s, society had undergone significant change, equality for women was increasing, 
there were greater work opportunities for men and women, people relocated around the country 
to maximise their career possibilities, more than any other era (Chitty, 2014). Becoming a 
homeowner was a greater possibility for many people. In 1971, the banks relaxed lending rules 
and there was a boom in buying and renovating old properties, with quick resale. Young parents 
in particular were relocating and as they moved neighbourhoods, their children attended 
different schools.  As noted by Waters (2013), because more people were becoming upwardly 
mobile, children experienced different schools, parents realised that education was not the same 
everywhere and questions were raised about the education service. During the 1970s teaching 
became an all-graduate profession. The Postgraduate Certificate in Education was seen as the 
preferred route to qualification rather than the four-year Bachelor of Education (BEd) degree 





philosophy, sociology and the history of education, as Alexander (2012: 410) states, this was 
an ‘exercise in academicisation’ to instill confidence that the BEd was a worthwhile degree, 
not just an extended teaching certificate.   
A downturn in the birthrate resulted in a reduction for the demand for teachers. As with the 
1944 Education Act, Furlong (2014), notes that the curriculum content for teacher training 
programmes was in the hands of the professionals.  However, gender inequalities and the wider 
cultural diversity of Britain (Jones, 2016), meant that the curriculum and pedagogic methods 
adopted by schools were also being called into question. Thus, a significant shift in the ideology 
of primary education began to emerge.    
2.2.4 Interventionism 
The Black Papers which began to appear in 1969, demanded a ‘return to the basics’. There 
were five Black Papers, introduced from 1969 to 1977, these presented an attack on the 
excesses of progressive education, with the first two of these being the most influential (Morris 
and Griggs, 1988). The first paper introduced, with combative language in its title, set out its 
stall in the paper entitled: ‘Fight for Education’. The Black Papers levied criticism at 
maintained primary schools, the comprehensive system of education and the abolition of 
selection. This propaganda was seemingly further justified by the ‘Tyndale Affair’. The 
William Tyndale School in London became the focus of an educational controversy where 
teachers had adopted what were described as radically progressive methods, which parents 
deemed inappropriate.  It was the ‘Tyndale Affair’ (1974 to 1976) that prompted a more 
interventionist approach to teaching methods and education standards from the government 
(Davis, 2002), with this, came a steep decline of teacher autonomy (Tomlinson, 1993). Child-
centred, progressive approaches to education were deemed to be a ‘failure’ as a result of the 
internal conflict between teachers at William Tyndale Junior School. There were those who 
espoused traditional methods, and those including the headteacher who embraced what has 
been described as an ‘extreme version of child-centred philosophy’ (Simon, 1991: 444) rather 
than the approaches endorsed by the Plowden Report (1967). Interventionism was fueled by 
the Black Papers, from which flowed a right-wing attack on schools, claiming they had 





Children’s academic progress was at the heart of the complaint made by one of the teachers in 
the school, whose argument centred on education standards and the need for more traditional 
methods (White, 1977), parents too were unhappy with the teaching methods employed. Over 
a two-year period, the working organisation of the school ‘fell apart’ (Tomlinson, 1993) and 
attracted external interest, including political attention, to the extent that it sparked a public 
inquiry. The Auld Report (1976) was published and the fallout of which again changed the 
nature of primary education. The Auld Report (1976) heavily criticised teachers, school 
managers and governors. Questions were raised about the value of comprehensive schools and 
teacher-education and there was increasing examination of the nature and purpose of education. 
Abbot et al (2013) draw attention to the fact that the media interest in the Tyndale Affair shaped 
the public’s perception of comprehensive education (White, 1977), forgetting that William 
Tyndale School was a junior school not a secondary school. Media criticism of modern 
education gained in strength, Morris and Griggs (1988: 61) describe how The Times in 1976 
equated the ‘wild men of the classroom’ with trade union disrupters, demanding for them to be 
‘brought to heel’. This gave power to Conservative Party policy, the archetypes of a more 
traditional, hierarchical society (Morris and Griggs, 1988) became the focus of educational 
policy and laid the bedrock for political change.   
2.2.5 A political shift 
Cunningham (2002b) believed the Tyndale Affair gave greater visibility to primary school 
education, but with this came the anxiety of parents and questions about the role of the 
governing bodies and local education authorities. The tale of two influences as previously 
discussed, was evident at this time, with many questions being raised about the purpose of 
education. In addition, the teachers’ unions had been opposed to some of the policies 
introduced by Margaret Thatcher during her time as Education Secretary. This included money 
saving policies, such as abolishing free milk for primary children over seven years of age, when 
she was famously named ‘Margaret Thatcher, milk snatcher’. The impact of the Tyndale affair, 
the power of the teachers’ unions and excessive teacher autonomy led to the government to the 
increasing view that teachers needed to be controlled (Abbott et al, 2013).  The damage to 
primary education and the teaching profession had been done, despite the report by Her 





indeed this report highlighted the dangers of a concentrated focus on too much of the basics of 
education (the 3Rs).  
The increasing national and global economic crisis from 1973-1975 (McKenzie, 2001) was 
reflected in a new emphasis of the purpose of education. This advocated education as a means 
to serve the country’s economy. Politicians often blamed education and teachers for failing the 
country and this sparked a ‘discourse of derision’ (Ball, 1990: 58) which targeted schools as 
problematic to society and the economy. In October 1976, Callaghan gave, the now famous, 
Ruskin Speech at Oxford University. This reflected the derisive discourse aimed at education 
(Ball, 1990). The speech sparked what has been coined the Great Debate and focused on 
vocational training and preparing young people for the labour market. There was also concern 
expressed by Callaghan regarding young people not only acquiring basic skills of literacy and 
numeracy but also understanding how to live together, respecting each other and respecting 
oneself. This mirrors the tasks of education as cited by the Ministry of Education in 1959 (see 
p32), and once again presents a dichotomy of the purpose of education and who should decide, 
what to know and how to live. Nearly ten years after Plowden, there began the return of the 
educational theme of preparation for adulthood. Again, the overlaying of policy is reflected 
and the two influences of education, child-centred and traditional, again clashed.  
The late 1970s and 1980s signalled a political and ideological shift in education, away from 
child-centred, progressive approaches to a more controlled, centralised education system. 
Neoliberal policy was emerging in the education system; with an agenda focused on 
competition, marketisation, performativity and testing. The gradual erosion of trust in the 
teaching profession was reflected as the government were now seeking greater accountability, 
greater control.  
2.2.6 Curriculum control 
In the 1976 Ruskin speech, Callaghan spoke of the public interest in education and how 
stakeholders, parents, teachers, universities and industry, should be involved in defining the 
purpose and standards of education.  The first steps towards a national curriculum were 





on schools to provide a skilled labour force, the government now had the opportunity to assert 
control of teachers, schools and the curriculum.  
The Labour government, in 1976, set the agenda for education, in terms of preparation for the 
labour market and the development of the National Curriculum. But it was the Conservative 
government (the New Right), under the leadership of Margaret Thatcher, in 1979, that began 
to enact this agenda. The incursion of neoliberal politics and policies began to emerge under 
Thatcher, alongside neo-Conservative ideology, which sought stronger hierarchical 
accountability in education, there was a move to ‘more extensive state control over schools and 
teachers’ (Exley and Ball, 2014: 15). Leading up to Thatcher’s election, a series of reports were 
published highlighting unease for a teacher-led management of the curriculum leading to 
government involvement and intervention. The Bullock Report (DES, 1975), advocated 
specialist leaders for the teaching of English in primary schools. In 1978, Her Majesty’s 
Inspectors (HMI) report, based on surveys of primary schools and the Primary Education in 
England report (DES, 1978), expressed professional concern of the capacity of primary 
teachers to teach the breadth of the curriculum effectively (Tomlinson, 1993). Although the 
Tyndale Affair had sparked fear about progressive methods running wild in primary schools, 
HMI (1978) reported that the 3Rs were taught well in primary schools and that the majority of 
primary school teachers (75%) used mainly didactical methods in their classroom practice, 
nonetheless concerns prevailed.  
A broad curriculum reported by the DES (1978) was regarded to bring most success to 
children’s educational progress. Nonetheless, there were concerns which centred mainly on the 
effective teaching of a broad curriculum, science was deemed to be often neglected or 
considered to be badly taught and the teaching of the humanities was deemed ineffective 
(Tomlinson, 1993). The Bullock Report (DES, 1975) had previously advocated ‘curriculum 
leaders’ for the teaching of English and the role of specialist leaders was gaining interest. This 
advocacy for specialist leaders of subjects was not new but had not been acted upon and 
evidence for such roles as reported by Bell (1996) can be traced back to the Board of Education 
in 1905, the Ministry of Education in 1959 and Plowden in 1967. Prior to the introduction of 
the National Curriculum, these roles were discussed; the government believed that all teachers 





colleagues (DES, 1983). This mirrored the previously rejected notions expressed by Plowden 
(1967) who had advocated for consultant teachers who could help prepare schemes of work 
and raise the quality of teaching. These reports laid the bedrock for the next steps of control 
and these concerns led to rapid governmental intervention.  
Commencing in 1977, following the Green Paper: Education in Schools (DES, 1977) and the 
Circular 14/77 issued in November 1977, Local Education Authorities (LEAs) were requested 
to review their curricular arrangements and report them to the DES; Tomlinson (1993) remarks 
that this was instituted with ‘a detailed and intimidating catechism’ (1993:77). Under Thatcher, 
these requirements were still collected (Tomlinson, 1993) and the new Secretary of State for 
Education, Mark Carlisle, reported the findings in the 14/177 Review in November 1979 (DES, 
1979). The LEAs were asked a series of 50 questions, organised in six sections relating to the 
organisation of schools. The first question asked: 
What procedures have the authority established to enable them to carry out 
their curricular responsibilities under Section 23 of the Education Act 1944? 
  DES (1977: 20) 
The response to this first question appeared to set the tone for the rest of the report. Because 
only one fifth of the LEAs reported that they were aware of the curricular provision of schools 
in their area, the response recorded in the 14/177 Review was condemning. One particular LEA 
response was quoted, stating that the authority ‘has not established and would not wish to see 
develop, a formal system of detailed controlled over the curriculum of individual schools’ 
(DES, 1977:14). Despite the many favourable and detailed responses from LEAs outlining 
curriculum practice, transition arrangements, breadth and balance of the curriculum and 
development of new ideas in schools, the government had made up its mind. Summing up 
responses, the DES (1977:6) stated: 
The summary of responses to Circular 14/77 suggests that not all authorities 
have a clear view of the desirable structure of the school curriculum, 
especially its core elements. They [the Secretaries of State] believe they 
should seek to give a lead in the process of reaching a national consensus on 
a desirable framework for the curriculum and consider the development of 
such a framework a priority for the education service. 





This marked the end of the trust and autonomy granted to teachers over the decades, since 1944 
and marked the beginning of Thatcher’s neoliberal project. Commencing in the early 1980s, 
Thatcher set out plans to make cuts in state spending and to abolish teachers’ fixed rates of pay 
(Exley and Ball, 2014). If the original intention of the new right was to replace ‘states with 
markets’ (Pierson, 1998: 168), then, as Jones (2016: 121) observes, the Conservative model of 
marketisation of education did not live up to this ambition. He states that defining features of 
a market include ‘absence of state provision and funding, minimal regulation and easy entry 
for new suppliers’. Under the Conservatives, this model was flawed, in reality what existed 
was a set of ‘choice’ reforms with limited choice within ‘a heavily regulated, state funded 
system’ (Tooley 1999: 11). The complete costs of education were not paid for by parents, so 
the reforms were in fact simply a move away from the established system (Jones, 2016).  
A series of curriculum related papers; A Framework for the School Curriculum, (DES, 1980a); 
A View of the Curriculum (DES, 1980b); The School Curriculum (DES, 1981a); The Practical 
Curriculum (DES, 1981b) and Better Schools (DES, 1985) were laying the foundations for the 
National Curriculum. In addition, Thatcher’s focus on the public image of education (Abbot, 
et al, 2013), set the scene for a government-controlled approach to the curriculum, thus ending 
the autonomy and control for local design of curricula by teachers in their schools. A national 
core curriculum was announced in 1986, by the then Secretary of State for Education, Kenneth 
Baker. Once again, the purposes of education were defined, albeit for consultation, nevertheless 
the overlaying of policy and the duality of the purpose of education were once again evident in 
the consultation document, The National Curriculum 5-16 (DES, 1987). The government’s 
objective was that the school curriculum would develop the potential of children and prepare 
them to be responsible citizens and for the challenges of work (DES, 1987). Leading up to this 
time, discussions in education had turned to equal opportunity and social class (Jones 2016). 
As stressed by Waters, (2013), because people were becoming more upwardly mobile the 
differences in education were being noticed and proposals set out in the Better Schools report 
(DES, 1985), started to address questions of equity and recommended that pupils should be 
afforded the same opportunities wherever they attended school, (DES, 1985). Marketisation of 
the school system, competition between schools and parental choice were drivers for change 
(Forrester and Garret, 2016). Ironically, whilst equal opportunity and social class, with the 





create inequalities. According to Morris and Griggs (1988), with the regulation of the 
profession and the greater demands on teachers, a higher order of professionalism was 
beginning to develop.  
On its completion, following its passage through parliament within the ERA (1988), the 
National Curriculum was introduced in 1989. It was a significant shift for education, and 
especially for primary education. This was the first time that statutory requirements, relating to 
curriculum and assessment were introduced. It was introduced without a pilot period and the 
assessments were expected to be implemented immediately (Sainsbury, 1996).  Defined in 
terms of the academic subjects recognised at secondary level, the subjects were mirrored for 
primary schools, except for modern foreign languages. Core subjects of English, maths and 
science and foundation subjects (all other subjects) were stipulated, with greater emphasis on 
the core subjects through the time allocated to teaching. This marked a significant change to 
the more informal, cross-curricular approaches often observed in primary practice (Waters, 
2013). The influence of traditional approaches in contrast to a child-centred approach had 
arisen again. Schools were structured into age phases, termed key stages (KS): foundation stage 
(children aged 3-5); KS1 (5-7); KS2 (7-11); KS3 (11-14); KS4 (14-16); KS5 (16-18). These 
key stages were accompanied by end of key stage tests to assure the curriculum had been taught 
and that children were achieving at the desired level of attainment as set out by the government. 
The themes of the 1944 Education Act were reflected in the aims of the National Curriculum. 
Underpinned by two aims, the purpose was to promote the spiritual, moral, cultural, mental 
and physical development of pupils at the school and of society and to prepare them for the 
opportunities, responsibilities and experiences of adult life (ERA, 1988).  
The previously observed child-centred approaches to education were anathema to the 
Conservative government; a ‘back to basics’ approach was endorsed which required teachers 
to plan and teach a curriculum that was specified by the government. As noted by Richards 
(1993) this was the first time since 1926, when the regulations for elementary schools were 
disbanded, that teachers were required to work in this manner. Concerns for primary education 
were raised, children were to experience a curriculum which aligned much to secondary 





The shift to central control, and the discussions of equal opportunity, brought to bear 
assessment requirements to track children’s progress, Standard Assessment Tasks (SATs), later 
to become Standard Assessment Tests. Assessment was designed around attainment levels and 
children were to be tested at the end of each key stage. Waters (2013) notes that prior to the 
National Curriculum, apart from the eleven-plus examination, teachers had tracked pupil 
progress, and no formal testing of pupils was required, although they were still tested and 
progress reported in a school report at the end of the school year. The experience of primary 
education was SATs were first introduced in KS1, in 1991, intended to be ‘light touch’, but 
because all testing had to be undertaken in a specific timeframe, all children, irrespective of 
their date of birth, had to be tested in June (Sainsbury, 1996). Therefore, teachers were 
pressurised to test all children, in the core subjects, against the attainment levels for their key 
stage (Forrester and Garratt, 2016). As discussed earlier, the selection system created an 
inequality in education, so too did the ERA (1988). The middle classes, described by Ball 
(2003) as skilled choosers, with greater social and cultural capital, could make choices about 
where to send their children. They earned higher wages and could relocate to areas where 
schools produced good results. The 1991 Parents’ Charter, under the then Prime Minister, John 
Major, took neoliberal policy further (Exley and Ball (2014), parents were given a right to 
published information about school performance.  For primary schools this led to outcomes of 
SATs being published in league tables, meaning schools were in competition and would 
therefore often teach to the test. This often resulted in a narrowed curriculum, impacting on 
children gaining the broad and balanced education intended by the ERA (1988).  
The SATs also pinpointed ‘failing’ pupils, those not reaching expected levels of attainment, so 
school became a negative experience for those pupils, as mirrored in discussions about the 
eleven-plus.  Any vision for equality was also compromised by the private school sector, and 
especially since the National Curriculum was only required to be taught in maintained schools. 
Independent schools were free to teach their own curricula, the only requirement was to teach 
religious education. Finally, although these inequalities are not exhaustive, following her 
speech in 1987 to the Conservative Party, Thatcher’s will was satisfied when Section 28 of the 
ERA (1988) set out legislation stating that LEAs were prohibited from publishing or teaching 





‘...nor promote the teaching in any maintained school of the acceptability of 
homosexuality as a pretended family relationship.’ 
DES (1988: Section 28) 
This demonstrates the power and positioning of traditionalist approaches employed by the 
government to control society, family values, teachers and schools. Section 28 was repealed 
fifteen years later; the repeal clause came into effect on 18th November 2003. The Office for 
Standards in Education (Ofsted) introduced in 1992, with a common inspection framework and 
trained inspectors, led to school inspections. Teachers were observed and graded and thus 
league tables were established. This regime led to a tightening of control on schools and 
teachers, the experience for pupils also changed, leading to a performativity agenda. The 
Teacher Training Authority was introduced in 1994, all these initiatives were designed to raise 
standards, track progress and improve outcomes (Alexander, 2008). The teaching profession 
underwent most change during the Thatcher years (Gosden, 1983).  
Although regulation and professionalism operated under the Council for the Accreditation on 
Teacher Education (CATE) from 1984 to 1994, regulation of the teaching profession was 
formalised in 1994. The Teacher Training Agency (TTA) was introduced, later to be renamed 
the Training and Development Agency, (TDA) under the Education Act (2005). The key shift 
in these two bodies was that under CATE, there was a focus on the content of initial teacher 
training programmes, under the TTA/TDA the focus was on the outcomes of initial teacher 
training.  The TTA, established in the 1994 Education Act was established to improve the 
quality of entrance to the profession and to secure the involvement of schools in initial teacher 
education programmes (DfE, 1994). As stated by Alexander (2008), the clearest statement of 
professional expectations is the introduction of standards. In 2008, the TDA published the 
‘Professional Standards for Qualified Teacher Status and Requirements for Initial Teacher 
Training’ which framed professional skills, professional knowledge and understanding, and 
professional attributes.  
Since its introduction, the National Curriculum has been reviewed several times, however 
control of the curriculum has remained central. The first review by Dearing (1994) resulted in 





Curriculum was unwieldy. The review led to a simplification of the original National 
Curriculum, which continued under New Labour (Chitty, 2014).  
In 1995 the Department for Education was renamed the Department for Education and 
Employment, signalling the Governments’ prevailing neoliberal repositioning and 
reconfiguring of education as a commodity, requiring schools and teachers to further conform, 
to be more accountable. Thus, the increasing emphasis of the professional role of the teacher 
is framed within performativity, within audits of effectiveness and measurements of success. 
Terms such as ‘Ofsted outstanding’ replace the language of what was once related to success 
in children’s learning, their closeness to the world they inhabit (Marsh 1970), where the limits 
of testing do not inhibit children’s academic development. 
In 1996, a pilot project to enhance the teaching of English and mathematics resulted in the 
introduction of the National Literacy and Numeracy strategies, in 2003 these were revised to 
create the Primary National Strategy. These exerted tighter restriction on teachers, laying out 
not only curriculum content but also a timetable of when it should be taught. A three-part lesson 
structure of the respective ‘literacy and numeracy hours’ was also recommended. If, as 
intended, its purpose was to give more autonomy to teachers, as noted by Alexander (2004), 
set against the backdrop of testing, league tables and inspections, it rather became a straitjacket. 
According to Burkard (2004: 2) between 1998, when it was introduced and 2004 when it 
ceased, approximately 1.2 million children were failed by the Literacy Hour; he states ‘the 
human misery behind this statistic is appalling’, their education wasted because only 25-35% 
of children achieved level 4 in English SATS (Burkard, 2004). Despite the rhetoric that the 
new strategy would motivate pupils and would provide ‘enrichment’ and ‘enjoyment’ in 
primary schools, the reality of testing, league tables and performativity remained firmly at the 
heart of the primary school system. Therefore, regardless of the government’s recognition for 
greater flexibility and autonomy for teachers (Chitty, 2014), the experience for primary pupils 
as observed by Galton (2007) was now more akin to the lessons taught in secondary schools. 
An approach which undermined the original intentions of primary education as a distinct phase 
of education.   
An evaluation of the National Curriculum, presented to the Children, Schools and Families 





education due to different interpretations by teachers, and as a result of the heavy influence 
imposed on teachers of testing, targets and school inspections. Tests and targets were described 
in the report as having a narrowing effect on the curriculum, with particular pressure placed on 
schools to teach subjects using specific schemes, such as ‘Letter and Sounds’ (DES, 2007), 
because they would be expected to be observed during an inspection.  
Under Blair’s administration (third way political ideology), (1997-2007), neo-liberal policies 
were accelerated as part of his ‘Education, Education, Education, reform mantra’ (Maisuria, 
2014: 288). Controversial education policy was developed, in the shape of ‘Academy Schools’; 
independent schools, established and monitored by sponsors (Long, 2015) and funded by the 
state.  The academies programme was a major part of Labour education strategy to improve 
educational standards, predominantly in disadvantaged areas. Academy school leaders had 
freedom over staff selection, pay and conditions and the National Curriculum and were free 
from local authority governance.  This policy saw the gradual dismantling of the state schooling 
system which was later further extended and aggressively pursued by the Conservative-Liberal 
Democrat Coalition in 2010.  In 1999, the Labour Government, under Blair, instigated a major 
review of the curriculum, led by Sir Jim Rose and supported by the ‘Qualifications and 
Curriculum Authority’ (QCA). The review reported that the primary curriculum was overly 
full, and that prescribed content should be reduced. The curriculum was again slimmed down 
and a statement of aims and purposes was introduced, to establish entitlement; standards; 
consistency and coherence and public understanding.  By 2001, The Labour government were 
enjoying their second term in office, the government was confident they had raised standards 
in primary schools (Abbot et al, 2013). The new Education Secretary Estelle Morris introduced 
the White Paper Schools: Achieving Success, designed to establish specialist schools and 
establish City Academies. These new academies were to be established in areas of socio-
economic disadvantage and were intended to replace failing schools. New leadership, 
autonomy from the local authority and opportunities to raise educational achievement were at 
the heart of this initiative.  At the end of this decade to address the number of young people not 
in education, employment or training, the school leaving age was raised to 18. The primary 
curriculum underwent a ‘root and branch’ review, led by Sir Jim Rose, with findings published 
in 2009, based on international evidence (Department for Children Schools and Families, 2009) 





curricula. It was rejected and subsequently abolished in 2010, when the Conservative-Liberal 
Democrat Coalition government took office. 
I argued earlier that it is important to examine education through a lens of experience.  As has 
been demonstrated in this chapter thus far, policy decisions and educational changes have an 
impact on the children in the classroom who experience education in the everyday. The policy 
changes discussed up until now relate to aspects of school as experienced by children; the 
curriculum, control, inequalities experienced by pupils. Policy changes reflect fundamental 
shifts in the governance of education, but the classroom, structure of the day and the 
commonplace experiences of school have not fundamentally changed. As argued by Burke and 
Grosvenor (2001: 1):  
…in spite of regular overhauling of policy and practice through national 
legislation, so much of the experience for children and their teachers stay the 
same.  
Whilst political leaders are occupied in policymaking, primary school children are attending 
school day-to-day, interacting with teachers and friends, completing their schoolwork and 
playing games which form their ordinary experiences and routines in primary school. As 
everyday experiences of primary school are at the heart of this thesis, the discussion that 
follows explores the everyday of school life. 
2.3 The everyday experience of primary school 
To understand everyday experiences of primary school, it is important to recognise features of 
the school environment which influence and shape the characteristics of schooling. Common 
and prevailing features exist in schools today which developed as the school evolved and 
importantly for this research, these features relate to experiences of primary school in the 
everyday.  Three architectural features of the school as ascertained by Peim (2001) were 
commonplace in the then, elementary schools, emerging since 1870. The classroom, the school 
hall and the playground, in addition, the teacher and the curriculum are included as key features 
of, the then, elementary schools, these features despite technological shifts remain firmly 





2.3.1 The classroom, the teacher and the curriculum 
In her research into primary school classrooms, Burke (2001) used photographs to contemplate 
everyday aspects of classrooms in the 1950s. The photographs depict children sitting on the 
floor, some at desks in rows and some in groups. The classrooms show children’s work hanging 
on the walls, a blackboard is featured, children are engaged in individual and group activity, 
there are few exercise books in the pictures. The familiarity of scenes evidenced by the 
photographs can be juxtaposed with scenes in contemporary schools. Recognising that the 
curriculum may have changed, expanded and been centralised (Morris and Griggs, 1988), the 
experience of being in a classroom, of group work, of making artwork and displays for the 
walls, of the teacher presenting lessons and using a blackboard, or a whiteboard, or an 
interactive whiteboard, all remain central features of schools through the decades. In their 
research into classrooms, Galton et al (1999) discuss the symbolic positioning of the teacher in 
the classroom. In earlier times, the desk raised on a platform, afforded an uninterrupted view 
of the classroom and its ‘inmates’ and gave the teacher a position of power.  By the 1970s, the 
position of the desk was less prominent. Galton et al (1999) observed that teachers’ desks were 
placed instead in the corner of the classroom, the symbolism of the teacher as the powerful 
figurehead had shifted. As Marsh (1970) argued, children go to school to learn, thus learning 
is the principal occupation of school and as Gosden (1983: 53) states ‘teaching is the main 
supporting activity’. The changes in the role of the teacher in the classroom is evident through 
these observations.  
Teaching and learning described earlier by Hargreaves (2000) focused on traditional methods, 
recitation and transmission approaches designed to keep order. Galton et al (1980 and 1999) 
noted the enormous variability in children’s physical and intellectual maturity when observing 
children of the same age. They stressed that each child was a unique individual. Therefore, 
what Hargreaves (2000) described as homogenised approaches to learning and teaching would 
not meet the needs of children in modern society.  As previously discussed, the curriculum was 
not under scrutiny, nor was it the concern of the government when the Education Act (1944) 
was passed. In fact, the statutory requirement in 1944 stated that: 
It shall be the duty of the parent of every child of compulsory school age to 
cause him to receive efficient full-time education suitable to his age, ability 





 Education Act (1944) in Hansard (cc211) 
The consequences of abandoning the 5-14 elementary school, according to (Gosden, 1983) was 
that it gave teachers a new focus on the curriculum in the primary and secondary phases of 
education. A curriculum that would allow teachers the freedom to design learning activities 
that would ensure children were more than just literate and numerate, as was the previous 
regime of the 3Rs.  
The primary school curriculum was rooted in ensuring that children were competent in the 3Rs 
and leading up to the 1970s as Galton et al (1999) noted, teachers designed cross curricular and 
topic-based work for children. They observed how teachers set a number of activities that 
children could work on individually, or in small groups. Some of these activities tended to 
require little teacher interaction, others were more intensive and provided teachers with 
opportunities to work more closely with individuals. Despite the supposed shift from the 3Rs, 
the Observational and Research Classroom Learning Evaluation (ORACLE, 1976 and 1996) 
observed that the curriculum in 1976 occupied two thirds of the curriculum with language and 
mathematics. In 1996, with the introduction of a ten subject National Curriculum and science 
introduced as a core subject, there was a decrease in the time spent on English and mathematics, 
the ‘core three’ combined saw this as equivalent time spent on the core subjects (Galton et al 
1999).  
As Waters (2013) observes, most classrooms have a reading corner, or a class library, a space 
for children to explore their knowledge, reference facts, and a space to enjoy reading a book. 
In his discussion of the primary school, Marsh (1970), argues that books have a positive 
influence on the quality of children’s writing, extending their vocabulary and their imagination. 
He discusses the opportunities to use book collections to reflect the curriculum, the interests of 
the class and to introduce children to reading material they might not otherwise encounter.  
Latterly, decisions made, at government level, prescribe the range of books and genre of 
literature with which children should engage, this is evident in the National Curriculum 
documentation from 1989 and its subsequent iterations.  
The focus on the basics of literacy and numeracy have predictably remained a key purpose of 





successful engagement in society. The introduction of the National Curriculum in 1989 and its 
subsequent iterations, have confirmed this with English, mathematics and science as the core 
subjects and physical education and religious education being constant features through the 
four key stages of compulsory education (Roberts, 2018). Government intervention of the 
National Curriculum, and the increasing view that education, and more specifically core 
subjects of the curriculum, are deemed vital for the nation’s prosperity (Hull and Pulsford, 
2019), again reflects the neoliberal persuasion that education should support a competitive and 
effective economy. The work undertaken by teachers and the outcomes of school activities 
were thus subject to ‘greater control via surveillance of pupil progress and exam results in order 
to hold schools accountable for public money expended’ (Hull and Pulsford, 2019: 242).  
2.3.2 The school hall and the playground 
The concept of the school hall has changed little over time (Waters, 2013), as Alexander (2008) 
concurs, the school hall provides a space for the rituals of school life and the statutory daily act 
of worship.  From assembly to school performances, to dance and gymnastics, the school hall 
brings children together in one space as a learning community. Research by Futurelab (2008) 
demonstrates that children relate positively to the school hall space, seeing it as a focal point. 
It was a place where children had a sense of belonging and which created a community of 
learning (Alexander, 2008), children from across year groups shared in learning together, 
which might not otherwise happen.  
Similar to the school hall, the playground is a familiar and constant feature of schools. 
Playgrounds are multifunctional, providing a space to play but also a space to learn. Blatchford 
(1989) referred to playgrounds as forgotten spaces, conversely, Burke and Grosvenor (2001) 
state that for older people the playground is seldom forgotten and often recalled when speaking 
of the past. The iconic research of Iona and Peter Opie (1969, 1993, 2001), highlights the 
schisms associated with playgrounds, on the one hand they are experienced as a place of 
enjoyment and delight, and on the other they are experienced as a place of bullying, fear and 
loneliness. Opie and Opie (1969) found that children played games which often involved 
hurting each other, taking risks and promoting fights. Research into children’s play (Blatchford, 
Pelligrini, Baines and Kentaro, 2002) suggests that children spend less time in social activity 





relationships and developing friendship. These findings were further supported in Baines and 
Blatchford’s (2019) longitudinal research of the playground, which highlights how playtime is 
important for children, where they can engage in activity, which is meaningful for them, talk 
to their friends and play freely without adult intervention. They further identify the changes in 
children’s social lives, noting that outside school there has been a decline in children’s 
independent movement and a corresponding reduction in opportunities for offline activity 
(Blatchford et al, 2002; Baines and Blatchford, 2019). Key concerns which identify the impact 
on children’s play opportunities relate to the standards agenda, the requirements of the National 
Curriculum and the fear of litigation when children are injured at school (Baines and 
Blatchford, 2019). The reduction of playtime and restricted freedom reflected how tensions 
were emerging. Tensions begin to emerge between the purpose of education, the educational 
experience of pupils, the opportunities for personal growth, self-actualisation and meaningful 
childhood engagement in learning, against the neoliberal political narratives of efficiency, 
excellence and value for money (Hull and Pulsford, 2019). 
2.3.3 Children’s experiences 
A key experience for pupils was corporal punishment. As corporal punishment was not banned 
in the UK until 1987, many pupils experienced this as a sanction for poor behaviour. Bennet 
(1976) found that 50% of teachers resorted to smacking pupils as a disciplinary measure. A 
few years later in their research, Galton et al, (1980) found that 38% of teachers used smacking 
which they resorted to after what they coded as ‘a good talking to’ (Galton et al, 1980: 108) 
appeared not to work. This type of punishment was permissible until it was banned in state 
schools under the Education (No2) Act (1986), implemented in August 1987. Independent 
schools were still able to exercise corporal punishment, but not on those pupils whose fees 
were paid by the state (MacKinnon and Statham, 1999), corporal punishment was eventually 
banned in the independent sector in 1999.  
The ban on corporal punishment was controversial, welcomed by some, but rued by others, this 
is evident in the parliamentary vote on 22nd July 1986, the ban received a majority ruling, but 
only just, with 231 to 230 votes. The record on Hansard (1986) reflects the controversial nature 
of the ban, politicians were concerned that there would be an increase in the number of 





of the ruling by the European Court of Human Rights (Hansard, 1986). Although concerns 
were raised about a decline in behaviour standards, the ORACLE research (Galton et al, 1980 
and Galton, Hargreaves, Comber, Wall and Pell, 1999), demonstrated that primary teachers 
were observed to be highly skilled in classroom organisation and behaviour management, with 
little disruptive behaviour observed.  
In 1967, a radical competition launched in the Observer asked children to design their dream 
school, with almost 1000 entries received. Despite concerns that constraints of the National 
Curriculum would prevent schools from entering, in 2001 the competition was once again 
launched.  In fact, ‘thousands of children, from hundreds of schools’ (Gardiner in Burke and 
Grosvenor (2001), found time to enter and to dream about the school they would like. The 
themes identified by Burke and Grosvenor (2001) demonstrate what is important to children in 
their school life. The competition in 2001 asked children to write an essay on the topic of ‘The 
School I’d Like’ about ‘the future school’. The responses revealed themes of contemporary 
education issues pertinent to children experiencing school at the time and were published 
alongside those from the original competition in 1967, themes included teachers, learning, 
knowledge, the curriculum, equality and playgrounds.  
These themes are similar to those of Saglam (2015) whose research findings demonstrated that 
adults in Turkey, recalling their school experiences from the 1950s, remembered themes of 
corporal punishment, the pupil-teacher relationship, friendship and equality. Turunen’s 
research (2012) also noted similar themes, participants in Finland were asked to recall their 
memories of starting school covering two decades, 1937 to 1957. The themes revealed included 
teachers, customs, learning, knowing and threat (for example a fear bullying). For Turunen, 
Dockett and Perry (2015) their research into starting school, using autobiographical methods, 
demonstrated that family, family narratives and success in their life course were interconnected 
with their memories of starting school. This demonstrates how our socioeconomic status and 
experiences of our families can impact on the success of our life course.  
Uitto’s (2011) research, which explored memories of teachers, demonstrated that former pupils 
of Finnish schools remembered teachers in relation to the pupil-teacher relationship. This 
related to notions of power and care. Uitto (2011) found that the teachers who were the most 





because the teacher demonstrated care and interest in the pupils, or where the teacher exerted 
their position of power on pupils. Also revealed was that there was a particular moment 
between the pupil and teacher where the memory of the relationship was captured and 
accordingly retained. Research by Uitto et al (2018) further explored this phenomenon which 
revealed that the pupil-teacher relationship is borne out of the emotional bonds developed by 
pupils and teachers and can extend into later life. Their findings made recommendations for 
teacher education programmes and argues the need for trainee teachers to understand the 
meaning of emotion in the pupil-teacher relationship.   
2.4 Chapter summary 
This chapter has presented an insight into the changing nature of primary education over the 
historical timeframe from 1944 to 2009, with discussion on policy changes and their influence 
on classroom practice. Governmental intervention over time has created a shift of control from 
the teacher in their classroom, to the corridors and chambers of Whitehall, removing autonomy 
and authority from schools and placing power in the hands of politicians, these shifts are 
particularly evident during periods of economic downturn. Specific events are also evident in 
the shifts from autonomy to interventionism. The literature presents a picture of how the 
overlaying of policy and patterns of educational change emerge throughout the decades, with 
increasing neoliberal policies impacting on educational experience. Having undertaken a 
review of the literature I have identified that whilst there is research which explores experiences 
in school (Uitto, 2011 and Uitto et al, 2018; Saglam, 2015; Turunen, 2012; Turunen, Dockett 
and Perry, 2015), there is limited research in understanding the experiences of education in the 
everyday and specifically the lived experience of policy across time.  
The key themes identified in the literature include the changing role of teacher, the shift in 
control from the teacher to the government, learning and the curriculum, examinations, 
inequality and playtime. The literature review demonstrates research which explores memories 
of primary school, absent from this literature are the memories of primary school experiences 
which can help us to understand educational change across the decades since the end of the 






Chapter Three: The Value of Stories and the Concept of Awakening 
3.1 Introduction 
The previous chapter outlined key events of the changing socio-political landscape of primary 
education. As this research asks narrators to share stories from the context in which they 
attended school, they are neither isolated from nor independent of their social, political or 
institutional setting (Wertsch, 1991). Therefore as ‘narratives capture both the individual and 
the context’ (Moen, 2006: 60), sharing Mills (1959) view on how story, history and social 
milieu combine, insight and understanding of human experience is revealed. Because this 
research is concerned with how the narrators experienced policy during their school days, the 
use of story is critical, it is more than a research method. In this chapter therefore, I present a 
discussion on story as a phenomenon (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000), and set out my 
proposition for eliciting stories through what I have termed ‘awakening’ as an expansion on 
wakefulness (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000) as previously discussed.  Story as method is 
discussed in the next chapter. 
Eliciting stories of personal experiences to understand phenomena can provide insight into 
lives that we would not otherwise know. The ways stories are elicited is key to this research. I 
thus argue that awakening is a key factor in eliciting a story and thus understanding a person’s 
experience. This concept of ‘awakening’ is key to the value of stories and forms a key element 
in my original contribution as discussed in this chapter.   
At the heart of this chapter and chapter four are influential authors in the field of narrative 
inquiry and life stories; they include: Jerome Bruner, D. Jean Clandinin and F. Michael 
Connelly, Arthur Frank, Amia Lieblich and Ruthellen Josselson, Ken Plummer, Catherine 
Riessman and Donald Polkinghorne. These formed the core readings, accompanied by a wider 
range of literature, including contemporary and alternative voices in the field from books and 
peer reviewed journals.   
Recognising that different methods can elicit and frame a narrative, such as photographs, 
documents and artefacts, in my research I have specifically used the method of story to gain 





they help us to understand people’s experiences and therefore help us to learn about and from 
each other. But stories also have an academic purpose; the stories awakened in my research are 
therefore the data sources for the research, co-created through the interview process. Dewey 
(1934, 1938 and 1961) argued that education, experience and life are inextricably intertwined; 
therefore, to understand this collected memory of education, stories of everyday experience are 
fundamental to gain insights and thus knowledge. The ensuing discussion therefore explores 
the literature in relation to the phenomenon of story and narrative.  
3.1.1 Narrative as phenomenon  
Defining narrative and story is important as it is ‘story’ that has been used in this research to 
co-create the data sources. Bruner (1986) describes narrative as a form of oral discourse 
whereby we communicate lived experiences to others. He explains that, as humans, we 
organise our experience and our memory of happenings, in narratives, for example: stories, 
excuses, myths and reasons for and for not acting in some way (Bruner, 1991). In this research 
stories of experience are utilised to understand how policy was experienced in the everyday by 
those attending school between 1944 and 2009. The terms narrative and story are often used 
interchangeably and to mean the same thing. Plummer (2019:4) highlights that story and 
narrative are confused. He states that this is a ‘terminological muddle that may never be 
completely resolved’, the two ideas merge with each other, making the distinction between the 
two difficult. The definitions offered by Earthy and Cronin (2008: 464) are more explicit in 
respect to the difference of narrative and story they define story as: 
The description of an event or series of events in a manner that conveys 
meaning as a well as factual information. Traditional stories or myths serve 
a number of purposes including entertainment, instruction and the formation 
of a collective worldview. 
And narrative as: 
A term widely used in social theory and social research to describe either: 
a) a tale or story; or b) a form of talk or writing that aims to tell a story and 
may be structured according to classical ideas of plot. 
In the case of my research it is difficult to separate these because both apply in the context of 





are inextricably linked, the purpose of telling the story relates to how it is utilised in 
understanding the world from its context. Linde (2015:) suggests that: 
A narrative most typically is understood as a representation, or a 
construction, based on a sequence of events in the past, that communicates 
something from the memory of the narrator. 
Linde, 2015: 2 
Thus, the purpose, context and understanding can be garnered from the stories of experience. 
Thus, in this research I use the terms story and narrative interchangeably, however, I have used 
the term story when discussing the experiences told to me by the narrators.  
For Frank (2010), the phenomenon of story is significant, he writes about people’s stories in 
relation to illness, focusing on storytellers, their stories, and storytelling. He proposes that the 
analysis of stories, not only allows for interpretation of the story, but also its reception and 
continuing transmission. Frank (2010) proposes that the study of stories is less about finding 
themes and more about asking what stories do, which he suggests, is to inform human life. In 
my research, the stories provided context for understanding education as experienced in the 
everyday. Here I depart from Frank (2010) because I, like Lieblich and Josselson (1997) 
believe that the knowledge we gain from stories is done so by applying theoretical frames to 
seek out themes and knowledge, to better understand their experiences and therefore inform 
understanding of human life.  
A storyteller in the traditional sense, has a story to tell, stories provide provenance, from a 
community, handed down from generation to generation, or indeed, from a story book. Lieblich 
and Josselson (1997) emphasise that these are told with the purpose of uncovering the meaning 
or passing on experience. The storyteller is essentially seeking to inform an audience of their 
experiences and for their experiences to be understood in order to learn from one another. In 
narrative research, the story, or what is being told is usually not pre-conceived, but created as 
it is told, indeed, it is the interview that becomes the production process for the stories to 
breathe, to be awakened.  
The stories we tell as we speak to each other, are often different to those we write. The structure 
is less clear, and the ‘time’ is human time rather than chronological time (Ricoeur, 1980). This 





retold. As we story our lives on a day-to-day basis, we tell stories to share our experiences. The 
story comes to life as it is listened to, as it is heard and as it is received, thus when narrators 
tell a story they give narrative form to experience.  
3.1.2 Awakening and wakefulness  
At the very end of their book, Clandinin and Connelly (2000), briefly discuss wakefulness. At 
the point of its publication, Clandinin and Connelly were still in the throes of establishing 
narrative inquiry as a useful method for educational inquiry. Exploring the personal stories of 
teachers through narrative, Clandinin and Connelly (1988) in their groundbreaking study at the 
Bay Street School, investigated teachers’ personal practical knowledge. Their work then, was 
integral to the adoption of narrative inquiry as a research methodology in education, in what 
was at that time, the burgeoning field of understanding teacher knowledge. Narrative inquiry 
in educational research, and particularly that of teachers’ experiences, is often attributed to 
Clandinin and Connelly (Craig, 2011), who have drawn from the work of Dewey (1916, 1934, 
1938, 1961), where research is the study of experience. It is this study of experience that 
provides a foundation for social science inquiry, and as Dewey believed and as stated by 
Clandinin and Connelly (2000: xxiii), ‘education, experience and life are inextricably 
intertwined’. They discuss the need for the narrative inquirer to be wakeful and attentive to the 
decisions they make, and I would add, to the interpretation of the stories gathered.  
It is this concept of wakefulness that has been of interest to me in my study, but in a different 
way to that explored by Clandinin and Connelly (2000), who discuss wakefulness from the 
researcher’s perspective. In the first instance, I had to be wakeful to the relationship with the 
narrators and the stories they were telling. Being wakeful for Clandinin and Connelly (2000) 
relates to being aware of the story that is unfolding and when necessary, directing it. Frank 
(2010) would reject this notion, his emphasis being on allowing the story to breathe, to come 
to life in its own way. O’Grady, Clandinin and O’Toole (2018:153) discuss the idea that stories 
are: 
… stitched into ways of seeing, knowing and being that are made available 





In the case of my research these are stories, that in many cases, have not been told before, but 
they are invisible only because they have not had chance to live, the research I undertook brings 
those stories to life. They have been quiescent in the depths of memory, not forgotten, but in 
many cases not revisited or recorded since the event, thus the notions of wakefulness and 
awakening are interesting to me. Furthermore, the stories of the twenty-four narrators are 
‘stitched’ together to reveal a collected memory, illuminating contextual experiences and 
converging truths.   In their early work and indeed in their subsequent research, Clandinin and 
Connelly (2000) collated and collate narratives from within the field of research, stories from 
teachers who are currently living the experience and telling stories from their position within 
that experience.  The stories are a lived experience and are very often live at the point of telling 
even though they are being remembered, for some of the narrators in my research, after seventy 
years. In my research, I explored how I could bring the stories to life and how the retelling 
brings wakefulness to the narrator and the inquirer. Thus, a key focus in the research process 
was to expand the concept of wakefulness and to ‘awaken’ the stories.  
The concept of awakening in my research, is the ‘bringing to life’ of these less frequently told 
narratives, recalled in the years after experiencing primary school. For the oldest narrators this 
would be about seventy years, for the youngest, about ten years. Taking this into account, my 
study expands the concept of ‘wakefulness’ as defined by Clandinin and Connelly (2000) and 
my own concept of ‘awakening’ which is realised through opening narrative spaces. I defined 
narrative spaces earlier (p3), as three distinct but interconnected concepts. I revisit these here 
in greater detail, as these form the basis of the concept which I have termed as awakening.  
Firstly, there is a narrative space which is necessary for creating the right environment from 
which the story can emerge (Genette, 1980), the relationship between me as the researcher and 
the narrators is critical in this. My role in awakening the stories requires me to act as more than 
the researcher. I therefore actively engaged in the storytelling through gestures, active listening 
and demonstrating interest through any questions I asked, this is how co-production of the 
stories comes about (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2014) and how narrative inquiry as a method can 
elicit the memories regardless of the time since the events were experienced. The richness and 
detail of the stories demonstrates how important the role of audience/researcher is in awakening 





experiences of the narrators. Although the extracts are short, the stories are detailed and there 
is a real sense of their experience as a pupil in the education system.   
Secondly the setting, which relates to different but connected geographical settings. There was 
the physical setting where the narrators wanted to share their stories. I chose a geographical 
setting which frames the research, all the narrators had attended school in one county.  I chose 
Derbyshire so that the stories had a common location, not only with each other but also with 
me, connecting me, as researcher, to the narrators (see p14 and p101). 
Thirdly the narrative space refers to how the events are interpreted within their respective 
landscapes, by both the narrator and me as the researcher (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). For 
Bruner (1991), this links to hermeneutic composability and context sensitivity and 
negotiability, which relies on the researcher’s capacity to process and appreciate specific 
knowledge. My own knowledge of the structure of schools, the changing role of the teacher 
and the development of educational policy are critical in this so that I was able to interpret 
factors of experience in relation to policy implementation and change. Additionally, Frank 
(2010) argues that reshaping occurs through the telling, as the listeners’ responses are 
perceived. In my research this is an important factor in awakening the story because it relies 
not only on the researcher/narrator relationship but further still, in my role as the researcher in 
understanding the data in the context of education and the process of analysing the stories. 
Draw together these three concepts and the common thread between them is the relationship 
between me as the researcher, and the narrators. As the researcher my role is pivotal, it is 
through the research process that I collaborate with the narrators to unearth their memories and 
capture them as a narrative. It is this research relationship which makes awakening the story 
distinctly different from simply asking questions; in my research then, ‘awakening’ is a person-
centred approach in narrative interviewing, and thus, ‘awakening’ forms a unique contribution 
to research.    
Memories of primary school experiences in the everyday, and as a collected memory, are 
currently lacking in research literature, and specifically in relation to the experience of policy. 
Thus, in my research, I am both wakeful to and I awaken the memories, and then go on to 
document these authentic stories of primary school experiences and analyse them to examine 





and response are therefore interrelated and key to interpreting people’s narrative accounts. 
Firstly, wakefulness to the stories in relation to the political and social context of the time and 
giving meaning to the stories to understand how they reflect changes to education over the 
decades. Secondly, awakenings, because it is through this research that the stories are heard 
and given narrative space. In his research, Frank (2010) explores how stories are living things, 
he states that ‘stories cannot tell on their own’ (Frank, 2010: 25), they need the teller. To 
enhance this idea further, stories also need an audience, the recipient of the story forms a key 
role in the way the story is awakened. In research terms, the story is the data, the story told 
during a formal interview is likely be different to the story told to friends and family (Riessman, 
1993). In this research I was both the researcher and the recipient of the story: the audience. 
Through this thesis, the analysis of these stories and the evidence presented therein, the gap in 
the literature begins to be addressed, as the stories of experience can be shared to inform other 
audiences in educational settings and policy-making contexts.   
As the narrators in my research were often telling their stories for the first time, the story was 
coming to life in its telling. As they remembered one aspect of the story, they ‘nudged’ their 
memories, and more of the story unravelled. These were not technical accounts, they were 
recollections of a time gone by, with vivid pictures painted of bygone school days. Truths are 
told in stories but not as an exact copy of the original. They become enactments. Tilly (2008) 
creates a distinction between stories and technical accounts as different kinds of narrative. Both 
hold truths, but technical accounts claim to be true, whether people believe them or not, 
whereas ‘stories become true as they are told’ (Frank, 2010: 41). As my narrators told me their 
stories I believed their truths, I believed what they remembered; their narratives were not open 
to judgement, they told a truth at a given time and place (Jovchelovitch and Bauer, 2000; 
Muylaert, Sarubbi, Gallo, Neto and Reis, 2014).  
The awakening of the story is key in this research as an original contribution to the field and in 
narrative inquiry because the research approach and the research relationship provide the 
narrative spaces where stories can be remembered, reflected on and told. The awakened story 






3.1.3 The value of stories  
Narrative inquirers, (Connelly and Clandinin, 1990; Lieblich and Josselson, 1997; Frank, 2010) 
emphasise the extent to which story appears to assist human beings in understanding 
themselves and the social world they inhabit. We have used story to communicate throughout 
the whole of human existence, they are an embodied part of our lives, and key to human 
communication. Cohler (1982), asserts that our ability to tell stories begins in our early 
childhood at the ages of two to six years, our capacity for storytelling stays with us throughout 
our lives.  It is through story that researchers seek to ‘uncover, describe and interpret the 
meaning of experiences’ (Lieblich and Josselson, 1997). This is the value of story. Life 
narratives can expand our understanding of identity, personality and individuality and the 
meanings that can be made in relation to the personal experiences we have undergone. Lieblich 
and Josselson (1997) recognise that in order to convey meanings of personal experiences, a 
narrative approach is required.  
Clandinin, Murphy, Huber and Orr (2010) discuss how narrative inquiry can begin with telling 
stories, in my research this was the starting point for understanding the educational contexts of 
the narrators, by asking them to tell stories. By doing so, it is then possible to consider the 
social context of the educational experience of the narrators and the stories told, providing an 
autobiographical perspective. This form of narrative was interesting to Bruner (2004) who 
discusses a duality of narrative. On the one hand there is a landscape of action – this is where 
events unfold and the second landscape is consciousness, a consciousness of self, protagonists, 
situ and in the case of my research I would add, time and how the distance of time in our 
memories can influence and affect our stories, our autobiographies. I believe there to be a third 
landscape in this position, which is that of the listener, the actions of the listener to whom a 
narrative is conveyed can affect the way the story is shaped and understood. In my research, I 
created understanding from the stories told, as Clandinin and Connelly (2000) explain, the 
context is necessary for making sense of the story or the experience. Consequently, 
understanding the context in which the narrators attended school was important historically, 
politically and socially, stories of their school days could be analysed in relation to the 





Frank (2010: 39) relates this to ‘shape shifting’, whereby stories and plots shift allowing 
characters to fit a range of circumstances, where people can locate themselves in characters in 
different plots. The same story persists, but the story takes on a life of its own as each person 
interprets the story slightly differently (Frank, 2010). As a co-creator in the story-making 
process my role was to draw out the story from the teller (Plummer 2001), thus awakening the 
story. It was at the point of awakening the story that I was able co-create the telling of the story 
with the narrator, firstly by asking for it to be told, then listening to it being told, through the 
way the story was brought to life, a prompt, a nod, a smile. I was encouraging the story to come 
to the fore and to breathe. Additionally, Frank (2010) explores how stories act, are performed 
and tell truths. The stories act because they generate emotions, for example sympathy and 
apathy, stories instruct, convince, indoctrinate and amuse, reshaping occurs through the telling 
as the listeners’ responses are perceived. In awakening the story this brings to life the memory 
of the experience and reveals its significance as it is shared. It is not shared as a factual retelling, 
but brings with it, feelings and consciousness that the narrator begins to make sense of and 
reflect upon. This is how awakening a story, is different to simply asking questions and noting 
the responses. My role as the researcher is to be wakeful to this (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000) 
and this is how my research approach, and the concept of awakening, converges with and 
expands Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) notion of wakefulness.  
Stories are performed; they are communicated in a different way to other forms of speech, 
employing performative techniques, light, shade, dynamics, timbre, the interview provides the 
narrative space for the story to be told and produced by awakening memories and bringing the 
story to consciousness. I would argue that the narrative interview process is agentic in 
awakening a story, which can be seen in the performative nature of the narrative interview, it 
presents a more active style to the interview process (Gubrium and Holstein, 2002). The 
narrator and researcher take a collaborative approach, which is co-constructive in the elicitation 
of the stories. This was evident in the stories told to me. The use of voice to convey a situation, 
serious tones in some stories and lighter tones in others, I was not a passive recipient of the 
stories; I was the audience too. I wanted the stories to be told honestly, as they were 
remembered, and for this to happen there is a responsibility as the listener to demonstrate 
interest (Plummer, 1983), this can impact on the way the story is shaped and is key for the story 





My professional role in a University requires the listening to, shaping and understanding of 
stories, hearing student experiences, sharing their stories of experience with staff, creating a 
plan to improve the student journey and support their learning. The stories become the evidence 
of the experience and my role is to answer the problems to questions that are raised through 
the retelling of an event or mishap that has occurred, to document the experience and for the 
University community to learn from their experiences as we shape strategy, policy and practice 
in the higher education setting. Denzin and Lincoln (2018) explain how professions, including 
education, play a significant societal role. For example, Archibald (2008), demonstrated in her 
curricula and pedagogy research with indigenous cultures, that when stories and storytelling 
are used to understand experiences, greater attention is paid to the dynamic relation between 
educational structures and practices which brings about change. Riessman (1993) considers 
how stories do more than simply reflect the world, they are stories which reflect the context in 
which they were experienced. It is through sharing these stories that we can better understand 
the world, hence the focus of my research on the value of these stories of experience. 
Our imagination plays a role in understanding the story from the perspective of the narrator 
and our empathy is revealed as a result of our own experience. As an educator, I am also in a 
position where I can see the other side of the story, from my previous role as a primary school 
teacher. These stories give us insight into not only what people remember, but how their 
experiences have had an impact on their identity today. The use of narrative presents 
opportunities to hear the story, understand the story and to live it with the narrator. 
Additionally, by asking people to tell stories about their primary school education, they led me 
into a world of their experience. A world that would otherwise be hidden. As expressed by 
Clark and Van der Wege (2015): 
People tell stories not merely to get us to understand what they mean. They 
do so to get us to experience those worlds. 
Clark and Van der Wege (2015: 418) 
A significant feature of narrative research is that it provides insight into the experiences of 
those whose lives and histories go unheard and undocumented (Riessman, 2008, Ingraham, 
2017), the ordinary, everyday lives of people around us. As we tell stories, we enable others to 





often stirred when we tell stories but it is also important to note that stories can be contentious 
and create feelings of anger and hostility; let us not forget that in contemporary society we also 
receive modes of narrative through social media, dialogue and watching films (Plummer 2019). 
These modes of narrative human action can widen our spheres of empathy, of sympathy and 
understanding. We engage in dialogic acts which call upon us to be sensitive to those with 
whom we are sharing stories with this means we choose our words carefully, or change the 
story slightly depending on the audience.  
The value of stories is that we, as humans, are the only species capable of 
this ability. We are the animal with the ability to create stories to pass down 
generations through speech, writing, art, music and now digital 
communication. As far as we know, no other life form can do this… 
Plummer (2019: 24) 
The value of stories is that they form the core of the human experience. We form our responses 
to everyday life through stories, the situations we experience and the other humans we 
encounter. This is the value that stories bring to our lives. The narration reconstructs actions 
and context in the most adequate way: it reveals place, time, motivation and the actor's 
symbolic system of orientations (Bruner, 1990). Narratives allow for an exploration of how a 
culture has influenced the construction of truth and meaning in a person’s life, hence there is 
an opportunity to understand how education at the time would have been subjected to the 
political and ideological whims of government. As argued by Alexander and Armstrong (2010) 
empowerment and autonomy are achieved in part, through being able to explore, to know, to 
understand and to make sense of the world, through the development of skill and the freeing of 
imagination. The power of dialogue, and the stories we hold are key to understanding 
experience (Bruner, 1986), it is through research that these stories can become living stories 
rather than hidden in the depths of our minds.  
3.1.4 Meaning making in narrative 
Meaning making, according to Goodley, Lawthom, Clough and Moore (2004: 71), is located 
in between the ‘interiority of autobiography and the exteriority of cultural analysis’. In my 
research the space between these two, is the narrative space, where the story can be awakened 
and where meaning can be made. I draw here from Bruner (1991), who suggests that our human 





the form of narrative and are transmitted culturally. Meaning making in this proposition, I 
would argue, requires the audience to have some sense of the cultural context from where the 
narrative emerges. This is key to my research, in that the human experience is situated in its 
historical context, but the telling of the experience is in the ‘now’.  It is the interview and the 
analysis of the story that brings together the experience and its context and brings meaning to 
bear. In bringing these together, verisimilitude can be achieved, which I discuss in the 
following chapter. Importantly, therefore, the attention placed on the interview process was 
key in my research with particular consideration of the research environment, the rapport with 
the narrators and the initiation phase of the interview.   For meaning making to be achieved, 
Bruner (1991) states that: 
The central concern is not how the narrative as text is constructed, but rather 
how it operates as an instrument of mind in the construction of reality.  
Bruner (1991: 6) 
He further proposes ten features of narrative, defined as the ‘narrative construction of reality’; 
these are useful in this discussion of the phenomenon of story as they provide a basis for 
meaning making. According to Bruner (1991), narrative conveys an account which occurs over 
time, he refers to this as narrative diachronicity. What is interesting in this feature of narrative 
is Bruner’s discussion of time; he quotes Ricoeur’s (1980) reference to narrative time as 
‘human time’, as opposed to chronological time. Essentially Bruner’s thoughts here are that as 
we live an experience, it happens within a sequential timeframe. But, when we retell that event, 
the lived experience is no longer in a sequential timeframe, the telling of the story highlights 
that stories are told ‘left-to-right and top-to-bottom’ (1991:6).  As I interviewed the narrators, 
this was evident in the way they told stories to me, they corrected themselves and remembered 
features of the story, not necessarily in the order of how it was actually experienced at the time; 
exemplifying this departure from the chronological to the human timeframe. Narrative 
diachronicity demonstrates how people remember in the moment; the memories are more 
important than the chronological order at the point of telling. The story was told as it was 
remembered, with the features revealed as they were awakened.  
As stories are awakened, they accumulate further details that form further stories, from 





cumulative effect is not necessarily chronological, but connections are sparked as one story 
awakens another. It was the act of remembering one aspect of school experience that led to the 
accrual of other memories.  
Stories told, present within them, a uniqueness to a particular situation, Bruner (1991) defines 
this as particularity. He argues that the symbolic nature of narratives, are key to understanding. 
This is important in this research, because particularity is connected to cultural context and 
narratives are thus better understood when there is also some understanding of that context, as 
an educationalist I have familiarity with the context that frames the research. This creates a 
point of reference for the reader, listener or interviewer who can begin to imagine the situation. 
Conversely therefore, particularity can also be troublesome if there is little or no understanding 
of the context.  In awakening the stories, some familiarity with the context is important because 
the narrators are telling stories for the purpose of understanding their experiences.  This 
explicitly links to interpretation and context, or hermeneutic composability (Bruner, 1991).  
Bruner explains that how a story is told and understood, is dependent on the capacity of the 
listener to process and appreciate specific knowledge. Interpretation of the stories will therefore 
differ depending on one’s own experiences, familiarity and understanding of the events being 
told.  
Linked to hermeneutic composability is context sensitivity and negotiability where we 
assimilate narrative based on our own experiences, the storyteller and listener/researcher 
relationship is key here. Bruner suggests we suspend disbelief, and as suggested by Tilly 
(2008), because the narrative is different to a technical account, it holds its own truths.  Frank 
(2010) suggested that stories tell truths, they generate emotions and therefore reshaping occurs 
through the telling as the listeners’ responses are perceived. This is an important factor in 
awakening the story because it relies on the researcher-narrator relationship and further still, 
when the researcher begins the process of analysing the stories and their wakefulness 
(Clandinin and Connelly, 2000) to the content. The choices made are influenced by their 
familiarity with the context. This may cause researcher bias whereby a researcher is influenced 
by their own experiences, knowledge or situation or important details may be missed if there 
is no understanding of the context. I had to balance these factors in this research to ensure I 





heuristic distancing, where the balance is reached through recognising positions of subjectivity 
with abstract, objective positioning (see p94). In this research, hermeneutic composability and 
context sensitivity and negotiability are adopted in the analysis and interpretation of the stories, 
drawing from professional knowledge, research, education literature and legislation to make-
meaning and understand experiences.  
In order to balance these factors Bruner (1991) encourages observation of the broader context 
to the story told, which he calls intentional state entailment. He argues that the people telling 
the story are agents in the setting, but that there is more to observe, through their beliefs, desires 
and values and hence narrative provides a basis for interpretation. For Hardt (2017: 537) 
narrative understanding ‘contains an implicit sense of self’, awareness of ourselves provides 
us with reasons for action (Hardt, 2017). The narrators in my research, reflected on their 
experiences and demonstrated how they had taken action as a result of an experience.  
Thomas (2011) likens the concept of intentional state entailment to the thick descriptions 
employed by interpretive inquirers. In the context of my research this relates to where agentic 
nature of the accounts produced, in that that the rich details evoke memories for those reading 
them; or leave the reader with the feeling that they could have experienced the phenomena. 
Bruner (1991) further suggests that interpretation is about reasons for things happening, rather 
than causes.  
Stories worth telling often contain features that warrant recounting, this is what Bruner (1991) 
refers to as canonicity and breach. To say, ‘I got up, I brushed my teeth, I had my tea and went 
to bed’ although chronological, is, as Bruner (1991) describes ‘pointless’. Breaches are 
required to create tension and represent disruption to a readily recognisable convention or 
situation. The stories told by the narrators demonstrate specific instances of breach of the 
canon, this may be one of the reasons they have retained a place in memory. Just as the canon 
has to be breached, it can only do so if there is a common understanding of the norm. The 
breach thus requires a customary reference point of accepted behaviours, environments or 
conditions, Bruner (1991) refers to this at normativeness. Classroom practices and behaviours 
as discussed earlier are borne out of traditional methods from the days of mass public education 
(Hargreaves, 2000), when keeping order was important and since that time teachers and teacher 





According to Bruner (1991), narratives are not wholly built on reality, concurring with this 
perspective, Plummer (2019) asserts that there is a reality puzzle, through which we appraise 
stories for being more or less realistic and true to life. He presents this as ‘fiction-reality 
continuum’ (Plummer, 2019: 4) to which one must attend in order to unlock the complexity 
and flow of human experience (Plummer, 2019). Just as in narrative diachronicity, where time 
is ‘human time’, here the narrative references reality, not necessarily directly, but offers 
verisimilitude, Bruner calls this referentiality. In my research, the narrators remembered and 
told their stories, referencing the reality of the experience, from their perspective, verisimilitude 
is thus further achieved through triangulation with literature, evidence from policy and stories 
told across the decades which uphold and confirm the realities of the narratives shared.  
In her discussion on personal narratives, Riessman (2000) discusses narrative as a significant 
genre for analysing identity, both in its different guises and diverse contexts. The changing 
landscape of primary education lends itself to narrative genre to hear the human story within 
the political frames of the different eras. This concept, which Bruner refers to as genericness, 
can also be encapsulated in the idea of story as a phenomenon (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000), 
where narratives can be classified and characterised as a genre. Life and story are not separate 
phenomena, they are ‘… part of the same fabric, in that life informs and is formed in stories’ 
(Widdershoven, 1993: 1).  
The genre of narrative therefore is the means through which we can understand the experiences 
of human lives. My research adopts this genre to understand how school is experienced in the 
everyday. Ingraham (2017) discusses the use of personal narratives as a way of understanding 
the world, asserting that the personal stories people tell of their lives, play a vital role in sense 
making. In particular, he refers to the stories of the lives of ordinary people. Through studying 
the personal lives of these people, research ‘can give voice to an otherwise invisible group’ 
(Ingraham, 2017: 56). These were the people I was interested in hearing from, ordinary people 
and their everyday stories of school and how these revealed their experiences of policymaking. 
I began this chapter with the idea that narrative is both phenomenon and method, Bruner’s 
(1991) features of narrative present opportunities to understand how narrative is developed, 
how experiences are understood and how meaning is conferred on stories. Thomas (2011) 





undertaking case study research. In that same way, because narrative inquiry attends to 
individual cases and stories, in this research, the individual inquiries form a collected memory 
(Young, 1990). These features provided a frame from which to make connections across 
narratives, across time, and across contexts (Thomas, 2011) when analysing the stories.  
3.1.5 The research puzzle and a conceptual framework  
Research foci in doctoral studies are problematised and thus seek an answer to a perceived 
problem.  Narrative inquiry is composed around a particular phenomenon, this means that 
framing a question with a precise definition or expectation of an answer is not always 
necessary, narrative inquirers instead frame a research puzzle around a particular wonder and 
this leads the inquirer to the data collected, its analyses and the research text (Clandinin and 
Huber, 2010). 
 I noted a gap in literature, which pertains to the unearthing of authentic human experience of 
primary education, over different decades. It was through awakening their stories, hearing these 
voices, and co-creating the stories that I was able to understand how their experiences were 
reflected in the social and political context of the time they attended school.  
Defined by Miles and Huberman (1994: 18), a conceptual framework is: 
… a visual or written product, one that explains, either graphically or in 
written form, the main things to be studied – the key factors, concepts, or 
variables – and the presumed relationship between them. 
Miles and Huberman (1994: 18) 
In order to frame my research puzzle, I created a conceptual framework (p77), to identify 
relationships between the key factors to be studied, that is the research questions, the stories, 
the changing landscape of primary education and its analyses. This is reflected in the 
conceptual framework, which maintains the empirical focus of the study with the value of 
stories at its core, with particular focus on human experience, unique voices and awakening the 
stories. As stories are a social construction (Bruner 1991; Webster and Mertova, 2007 and 
Zilber, Tuval-Mashiach and Lieblich, 2008), they are not independent of their context (Mills, 
1959; Wertsch, 1991; Zilber et al, 2008). In addition, the stories can be understood within the 
changing political landscape over the 65-year period from 1944 to 2009. The political, social 





narrators. Thus, the conceptual framework provided a scaffold for the research questions, how 
these would be explored and how the overarching aim and research questions were interrelated 
in the field of narrative inquiry and the context of education during the different decades the 
narrators attended school. 
3.1.6 Reading the conceptual framework 
The framework is premised on the notion of narrative as a phenomenon, and narrative as a 
method (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). The focus is on human experience, elicited through 
the act of ‘awakening’ to document stories of experience as data sources and the analysis of 
these in relation to literature and research and policy documents. Boxes 1, 2, 3 represent the 
foundations for the framework of the research and box 4 represents how themes are drawn 
out of the inquiry.  
Box 1: Identifying a gap in the literature. 
Box 2: Examining stories of primary school though a lens of experience. 
Box 3: Drawing on Mills (1959) notion of how story, history and social milieu 
combine to reveal understanding of human experience as a collected memory.  
Box 4: Analysis of themes as drawn from the exploration of the research questions 
through the narrative inquiry.  
 
1. The three research questions are each featured in the conceptual framework. The 
arrows demonstrate how the questions can inform understanding through:  
a) The value of stories for understanding human experience and the authentic 
voice of the narrators, underpinned by the elicitation of the stories through the 
concept of ‘awakening’ 
b) The changing political landscape and its associated factors to understand 
educational change and the everyday experience of educational policy as 
remembered by the narrators. 
 
2. The dotted line which runs across ‘human experience’, and ‘authentic voice’ 





Although they are unique to the individual narrator, correlations can be drawn as 
revealed through the collected memory, with recognition that the experiences are 
unique personal, social and historical accounts of primary education. The dotted line 
represents the unique nature of the experiences, how education, experience and life 
are inextricably linked, and my role as researcher to make meaning through analysis 
of the stories in their given political landscape. The dotted line, running under the 
economic, political, social and educational factors, represents the ever-shifting nature 
of these factors and how political drivers fluctuate as governments change, as the 






3.1.7 The conceptual framework 
Aim: The aim of this study was to explore the narratives of former pupils attending primary school between 1944 and 2009 to understand 





3.2 Positionality  
Before I discuss the methodological approaches undertaken in this study, it was important for 
me to examine my own experiences of education. In undertaking this research, I have made a 
range of research choices, framed within the different ways I have experienced the world, 
personally, educationally, vicariously. Therefore, consistent with humanistic approaches, like 
Plummer (1983), I pay tribute to human subjectivity and experience to form my understanding 
of the world through the human story. Here, I purposely use ‘form’ in the present tense, I do 
not believe I have fully formed my view of the world. I set out at the beginning of this thesis 
that education should be examined through a lens of experience, hence my own experiences 
alone would provide a narrow perspective in relation to how humans experience education and 
thus it is the richness of learning from others that provides a broader world view. Ontologically 
speaking, examining education through a lens of experience provides a ‘humanistic 
commitment to study the social world from the perspective of the interacting individual…’ 
(Denzin, 1997: xv). By encouraging the creative and interpretative story telling of lives, it is 
possible then to understand life stories and how they interface between life as lived and its 
social context (Lieblich and Josselson, 1993).   
This narrative therefore sets out my experiences as a pupil, a teacher, teacher educator and 
researcher. As an educationalist for 25 years, I have been positioned in different educational 
contexts; my current context is that of a senior leader in higher education. I have experienced 
education as a civil servant in a non-governmental educational organisation, as well as being a 
teacher educator and primary school teacher. Given that I originally trained as a primary school 
teacher I was interested in exploring the lived experience of former pupils to supplement my 
experience and knowledge in the education sector. Reflexivity is a crucial factor in recognising, 
how as the researcher, I am entangled in the social politics of the research I am undertaking 
because of my expectations, knowledge, experiences and beliefs (Holliday, 2016). This relates 
to the methods I employed to undertake this research. Being reflexive, provides a platform for 
me to resolve these challenges and to optimise my role as researcher in the research setting 
through the methodological choices I make (Holliday, 2016). It is important for me to be 
reflexive about my story. Recognising how education has influenced and shaped my 





employing some level of first-person narrative helps to express self-awareness and 
reflexiveness to others. Having worked in the education sector for 25 years, I have come to 
recognise how my own views have developed over time, as policy has changed and as I have 
implemented policy in my own classroom. My choice on how I implemented local and national 
policy change, will have impacted on the educational experiences of children I have taught. I 
too, like the narrators, have experienced the influence and effects of education policy, as a pupil 
and as I have supported learning over many years. 
I recognise that I have shaped my current understanding of the world through my experience 
in it (Holliday, 2016). I have developed personal and professional attitudes and assumptions 
about schooling and education. This is threefold; firstly, because of my parents’ attitudes and 
expectations of education. Secondly, my own educational experiences as a pupil and student 
and thirdly, my experience as an educational professional. My belief, from my professional 
educational experience, is that teaching is not an act of transmission. This also relates to my 
epistemological belief that the nature of knowledge is constructed and must be understood for 
it to be known. As informed by Lieblich and Josselson (1997), new ideas developed from 
theoretical perspectives of narratives can lead to fascinating and original research. I argue, and 
my research demonstrates, that stories require understanding, knowing alone is not sufficient 
to make a case for change. Narrative and story sit within Plummer’s (2019) research puzzle, he 
asks, is there a reality? Narrative and story must: 
…pose questions about their relationship to truth, fiction, reality… 
narrative understanding must take us to this further land, helping us to build 
bridges to wider narrative wisdoms… 
Plummer (2019: 123).  
This concurs with my belief of knowledge and its relationship to me as teacher and researcher. 
Knowledge without understanding is of little use, therefore the act of teaching requires children 
to be active participants in their education, learning to apply skills and knowledge so that the 
knowledge they gain is meaningful and has purpose. This belief is reflected in the 
methodological choices I have made whilst undertaking this research, that knowledge is 
socially constructed through experience. Clandinin and Connelly (2000: 19) suggest that 
experience happens narratively and that ‘narrative inquiry is a form of narrative experience’ I 





of experience. Working in collaboration with the narrators to unearth their memories and reveal 
their stories, brought to bear my own experiences of primary school, what follows is my own 
brief pen portrait, with some specific memories of experiences, influences and how this relates 
to the research I have undertaken.  
I attended primary school in Sheffield from 1975 to 1981. My mother was a nurse, born in 
1944, and my father, born in 1938, for most of his working life, ran his own flooring and carpet 
business. My mother always encouraged my older brother, younger sister and me to work hard 
at school. She believed in the power of education for social mobility. She came from a very 
poor farming background in Ireland, with 10 brothers and sisters. My father was born in 
Sheffield, he had one sister. Both my parents left school when they were aged 14 or 15 to go 
out to work to contribute to family finances. As I grew up, I watched my mother study and gain 
qualifications, at the time I thought it was because she was clever (which she was) but later I 
realised she was improving her life chances. By the time I left secondary school she had 
qualified as a chiropodist and reflexologist and was an ambitious, self-employed professional. 
My perspectives on education and education policy have been influenced by my parents’ 
experiences, their views and my own lived experience of education as a pupil and as an 
educator. In his discussion on story, Frank (2010) explains that we grow up on stories by other 
people, such as our parents, this means that our own stories are often influenced and 
predisposed to the perspectives and experiences of others, impacting on our views and 
understanding of our own experiences. This led me to wonder how my own story and 
experiences of school were influenced and shaped by how my parents perceived education. 
Inevitably, my belief of the importance of education is something that I hold close to my heart, 
but I think this was instilled in me by my mother and reinforced by having to convince my 
father that higher education was worthwhile.  
My desire to teach grew from having experienced a good primary education; subsequently my 
own professional life has been influenced by my own primary school experiences. I appreciated 
the sacrifices my parents made to support my journey through higher education. My 
‘educational identity’ relates firstly to an understanding that I was privileged to have had the 
opportunities bestowed on me to achieve my aspirations. Secondly, my educational identity 





know more. I believe this also stemmed from my experiences in primary school where I was 
encouraged and motivated to gain knowledge and understanding that was useful for my life 
course. I remember distinct lessons, teachers and events at school that have stayed with me 
throughout my life. I remember teachers who were kind, who were cruel or were funny and 
some of the lessons I learned whilst at school.  
These memories and experiences have formed part of my identity, as a researcher, 
educationalist, and senior leader. I hear people’s stories every day, on the radio, in the news, 
stories of sorrow and joy, these are the things that make us human. Plummer (2019: xiii) asks 
how ‘we build sustainable stories to support the progress of our world and our humanities’. To 
know, we must ask and listen, this is why story has power, the importance of awakening and 
hearing authentic memories of the everyday experiences. This research provides insight into 
worlds we would not otherwise know. 
3.3 Chapter summary 
This chapter presented a discussion on narrative as a phenomenon and the value of stories as a 
vehicle for understanding human life which underpins the methodology discussed in the next 
chapter. The themes arising from this chapter are awakening, meaning making, co-construction 
of stories and story as a phenomenon. In order to make meaning from the phenomenon of story, 
the features of Bruner’s (1991) narrative construction of reality were also briefly explored. 
Expanding on the concept of wakefulness (Clandinin and Connelly, 1990), I have discussed 
the concept of ‘awakening’ as part of the research contribution and co-creation of stories in the 







Chapter Four: Research Methodology  
4.1 Introduction 
The previous chapter explored story as a phenomenon. Story as a method, is the focus of this 
chapter along with the research method, design and analyses. In this chapter, I present a 
justification for the use of narrative inquiry and offer a critique of the methodological approach 
adopted in my research. I have outlined the approach taken to gather data and provide a critical 
discussion on the ethical considerations for undertaking narrative research. We live storied 
lives. Our stories help us to make connections with the past and can inform the future, thus we 
form and are informed by stories every day.  Whilst academic texts provide historical detail, it 
is the awakening of memories of the narrators’ everyday school experiences which breathes 
life into the experience of primary school during each decade. These stories thus form the data 
sources for this research and provide the basis for understanding their experience of primary 
school and educational policy across the different decades and contexts of the narrators. 
4.2 Research approach  
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) argue that the nature of reality is found through social 
constructions, by means of privileging the human lived experience as a source of insight and 
take these experiences as fundamental realities to be explored. This study analysed people’s 
experiences, specifically their memories of primary school and therefore required an approach 
that would illuminate these experiences and provide an opportunity to explore their memories 
in relation to the social and educational context of the time. I have specifically chosen a 
humanistic research approach as this gives prime place to human beings, human meaning and 
human action in research (Plummer, 1983). My research sought to explore and interpret the 
nature of experience and understand its meaning in a theoretical and human sense. Lieblich and 
Josselson (1997) recognise that in order to convey meanings of personal experiences, a 
narrative approach is required. Therefore, this is a qualitative research study, which explored 
school experiences and the experience of educational policy change focusing on people who 





Undertaking research relies on adopting an approach, which is best viewed as that which can 
provide valid truths of the phenomena being studied. Recognising that there are competing 
world views, and because the central endeavour in narrative research is to understand the 
subjective work of the human experience (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011) I have 
undertaken a narrative inquiry. Thus, I sought people’s stories of their experiences of primary 
school. The ontological assumption I adopted is based on a belief that realities can be viewed 
in multiple forms (Creswell, 1998). My research approach is therefore concerned with making 
meaning, based on human experiences, events and narratives. Thomas (2009) reminds us that 
research problems are not always about causes, but that they can be about a history, a narrative, 
or a story. He suggests that we can use research to find out the steps in the process that lead us 
to why things are the way they are, as opposed to seeking out the conditions that made their 
existence necessary. This process requires an understanding of experience and therefore 
epistemologically, ‘to know something empirically is to know it from experience’ (Thomas, 
2009: 88). Thus, the utilisation of narrative inquiry enabled me as the researcher to hear the 
voice that experienced the phenomenon and to apply reasoning from the context of the political 
and social context of the time.  
4.3 Research design   
The method selected for the research was narrative inquiry. Kim (2015) suggests that narrative 
inquiry can be considered in three genres, autobiographical, biographical and arts-based 
narrative research. My research falls within the genre of biographical narrative research, which 
can engage participants in the methods of life story, life history and oral history. Oral history 
is designed to elicit the story for the story’s sake or for historical posterity. However, narrative 
inquiry applies theorising, sense making and understanding to stories (Clandinin and Connelly, 
2000). The stories are therefore not used as stand-alone stories in this research, but rather the 
selected story extracts are used to illustrate and illuminate the experience of school, educational 
change and policy, and what can be learned from this for current and future practice. Narrative 
interviews are dynamic and interactive, so they can be used to broaden the scope of 
understanding phenomena with a less structured, data collection method than used in 





Narrative inquirers interpret experiences and make meaning from stories, they subsequently 
make claims about the human condition (Polkinghorne, 2007). Thus, in my research I use the 
term narrative inquiry to include the data sources (stories) and provide the frame for the 
meaning making, analyses and understanding and it is through this approach that the 
knowledge claims I make, are created.    
4.3.1 Narrative inquiry and research participants    
Narrative inquiry traditionally frames its participants as informants (Muylaert et al, 2014), 
because they provide information to inform a situation, context or experience. I, like Moen 
(2006) argue that a key characteristic of narrative inquiry frames the narrative researcher and 
the research subject as collaborators. The subject does more than report on or describe 
information; as discussed in chapter two, the value of story is that it is the ‘…primary form by 
which human experience is made meaningful…’ (Polkinghorne, 1988: 1). The narrative 
researcher and the informant co-create a story together, this is a process of co-construction, like 
Polkinghorne (1988), as the researcher, I am interested in both the storying process and the 
product. Therefore, I argue that narrative inquiry frames the storyteller as more than an 
informant. In chapter three, I discussed how the act of storytelling is performative and how the 
interview becomes the production process for the stories to breathe, to be awakened, the story 
is co-constructed in the interaction. The interviewee - interviewer relationship is thus dynamic 
and active, and knowledge can be drawn from the stories. Thus the ‘important parts of human 
living and experiencing are storied …’ (Daiute, 2014: 2) and the narrative researcher conveys 
findings from the stories told, thus the stories form the data. The participants in this research 
are hence the narrators.  
The narrative interview is classified as a qualitative research method (Riessman, 1993), where 
it can explore its concern for human experience in a manner that a questionnaire or test cannot 
(Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). Narrative inquiry has emerged as a research methodology in 
social science and particularly educational research in recent years and has been much endorsed 
by Clandinin and Connelly (1988, 1994, 2000); Bruner, (1986); Polkinghorne (1988). Bruner 
(1986) discusses that as humans we have no other way of describing our lived time except 
through the form of narrative. I find this to be both interesting and true. Every day we recount 





narrative. Narrative inquiry provides a way to approach theoretical and practical problems in 
education (Gough, 1997). Gough (1997) maintains that teacher educators, and educational 
researchers tell stories to learners, colleagues and other researchers. In this research it is former 
pupils who tell stories to inform educators.  
I adopted the methodology of narrative inquiry because stories of experience help us to learn 
about contexts, situations and influences, all of which illuminate fields of inquiry. Narrative 
interviews are described as an important resource in qualitative research (Muylaert et al, 2014), 
narrative interviews can be characterised as unstructured tools, with in-depth and specific 
features emerging from the life stories of the narrator. The main claim for the use of narrative 
in educational research is that ‘humans are story-telling organisms who, individually and 
socially, lead storied lives’ (Connelly and Clandinin, 1990: 2).  Narratives are not only live at 
the point of telling, they live within each of us and we choose which narratives to tell and to 
whom. Linde (2015) discusses how narrative and memory are universal human concepts and 
social processes. She further explains that although we learn how to narrate at a young age, as 
adults we relearn our narratives, because the social groups and cultural contexts we occupy 
change throughout our lives. Whilst we all have narratives, many are never heard, because we 
do not have occasion to tell them. Or perhaps more significantly, because we think that they 
are bygone and therefore not relevant in the current context.  
People need opportunities to share narratives. Thus, the benefit of narrative research is that 
stories can be heard, documented and understood, leading to greater understanding of people’s 
lives, and in this research the changing nature of education and schools. When analysed against 
policy and societal contexts, we can learn about education, its impact on individuals and its 
movement through time, through hearing the lived experience. Therefore, the purpose of 
‘awakening’ a story is to learn about the human experience of educational policy, how people’s 
lives have been influenced by their educational experiences. How the past can inform the 
present and the future.  
Life itself might thus ‘be considered a narrative, inside which we find a number of other stories’ 
(Moen, 2006: 56). The study of narrative, therefore, examines the ways humans experience the 
world, their experiences and memories tell us about what has happened, either in the present 





research provide a picture of school experiences, analysed against the educational context at 
the time. Furthermore, as the stories are collected from different people in different schools 
over the different decades, they become collected memories. Young’s (1990) concept of 
collected memories emphasises the point that memories vary from person to person and 
therefore allows for a more dynamic view of memory and time.  
Taken together these discrete memories constitute a collected not collective memory; in my 
research this constitutes the collected memory of twenty-four narrators.  Young (1990) rejects 
the functional concept of collective memory as a system of shared symbols. Additionally, he 
rejects the notion that these collective memories provide a truth because he deems the idea of 
collective memory to be too simplified. Instead, he emphasises how the different memories and 
experiences of individuals form a collected memory. Thus, I have applied the approach of 
awakening stories to form a collected memory, which I deployed as a window on the policy 
environment. The collected memory therefore presented an opportunity to explore the plurality 
of the narrators’ voices and their intergenerational dialogue. This guided my research on how 
real individuals recollect their experiences from the past and how these can inform the future.     
4.3.2 Narrative interviews 
Conceptually, the idea of narrative interviewing is motivated by an evaluation of the question-
response schema of most interviews. In the question-response mode the interviewer imposes 
structure in a threefold sense; firstly, by selecting the theme and the topics, secondly, by 
ordering the questions and thirdly, by wording the questions in his or her language 
(Jovchelovitch and Bauer, 2000). Avoiding the influence of this structure is difficult, hence the 
pursuit of ‘lived experiences’ can be problematic in narrative research. I make this point 
because a narrative account would seek to have a genuinely open-ended approach to an 
interview.  According to Jovchelovitch and Bauer (2000), the narrative interview goes further 
than any other interview method in avoiding pre-structuring the interview. Gubrium and 
Holstein (2002) concur with their perspective that an open-ended interview offers greater 
flexibility to both the interviewer and the interviewee. In my approach to awaken the story, I 
created balance between an open-ended interview and a structured interview. The prompts 
within the schema (appendix 3) guided the narrators’ recollections but provided the narrative 





between researcher and narrator, the interview should therefore provide opportunities for the 
narrator to feel settled and at ease.  I wanted the narrators to feel comfortable to tell their stories 
and not feel restricted or constrained by questions and questioning but I also supported their 
storytelling. Plummer (1983), emphasises the importance of supporting the narrator by being 
active in the interview. This does not mean interrupting the narrative. He highlights the 
importance of active listening, using facial gestures and minor prompts which enable the 
researcher to gain an authentic perspective of the narrators’ experiences. Linde (2015) 
considers how narratives are necessarily social, that they assume an audience. It was my role 
as the researcher to become the audience, to be active in the telling of the stories. The shared 
narratives are a social act. Linde (2015) argues that memories and narratives are used to 
describe the past, in the present, ‘often for the purpose of shaping a desired future’ (Linde 2015: 
2). Thus, the purpose of this research is to provide insights into education and policy change 
which have impacted on those experiencing it at the time, and how lessons can be learned from 
such stories of experience.  
The narrative interview envisages a setting that encourages and stimulates a narrator to tell a 
story about some significant event in their life and social context.  Silverman (2010), in contrast 
to Jovchelovitch and Bauer (2000), suggests that greater reliability can be achieved if 
interviews are highly structured. This requires that the same questions are asked in the same 
order to each narrator. In narrative inquiry this is more challenging. Because narrative inquiry 
is human centred, it entails capturing and analysing stories of people’s lives (Webster 
and Mertova, 2007), or in this research, an aspect of their life, relating to experiences of primary 
school and educational policy. A narrative interview thus requires flexibility. People are 
unpredictable. The interview schema was therefore designed to be adapted and responsive to 
the narrators’ approach to the questions.  Because I was not seeking standardisation, the 
narrative space was critical to unearthing the recollections and forming the collected memory. 
This means being wakeful (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000), so that as Plummer (1983) explains, 
one can design a suitable interview schedule, which allows the researcher to employ the right 
probe at the right time. In my research this led me to the position of being able to awaken the 
story, to allow for narrative accrual (Bruner, 1991) and to provide the narrative space for the 





Whilst Schütze (1992 in Jovchelovitch and Bauer, 2000), notes the strength of the narrative 
interview when researching personal, historical, and societal projects, limitations of the 
narrative approach should also be noted. Jovchelovitch and Bauer (2000), highlight how the 
narrative interview should elicit a credible narrative, where the social situation under 
investigation is pertinent to producing a reliable narration. However, as the researcher, the 
critical factor in the interviews was the richness of the memories elicited and how they 
expressed their experiences. The extracts in chapter five present the detailed recollections of 
the narrators and the transcript (appendix 4) provides an example of the rich data collected 
through the method of awakening the story during the interview process.   A further limitation 
of the narrative interview process relates to the failure of the interviewer to prepare for the 
interview and adequate formulation of the phenomenon under investigation (Atkinson and 
Silverman, 1997). Added to this is the role of the interviewer and their ability to engage with 
the participants. These factors were addressed through the design of the conceptual framework 
(p77), the active nature of my role as researcher and the method of opening narrative spaces to 
awaken the stories. Finally, it would be remiss not to recognise the human limitation of memory 
in recalling events of bygone experiences. I addressed this through the utilisation of a collected 
memory, by adopting a multi-angled approach to triangulation through the recruitment of 
different participants from each decade and interpretation of data through theoretical accounts 
of narrative inquiry.   
Some narrators shared detailed and in-depth stories of their experiences and needed little 
prompting.  For example, Andy (p90) provided detailed narratives of his experiences, whereas 
others needed more prompts to awaken the story, Liz for example (p89).  Although I had 
devised a schema, no two interviews were the same. The narrators each took different 
approaches to their responses. Being flexible as the researcher was critical to awakening the 
story, encouraging the voice and lexis of the narrators to emerge naturally in the act of 
narration. 
Communities, social groups and subcultures tell stories with words and meanings that are 
specific to their experience and way of life; this was evident in the ways the narrators 
responded. The narration reconstructs actions and context in the most adequate way: it reveals 





research, the stories revealed how the narrators perceived school. Their stories presented a 
picture of the important factors in schools, the teachers, the lessons, the games played, 
friendships; the memories uncover a time forgotten, but not lost. The narrators recalled 
memories, self-corrected and demonstrated a capacity to remember details and events that 
expressed their time at school, demonstrating how they experienced educational policy in the 
context of the different decades. Kvale and Brinkmann (2009: 130) describe an interview guide 
as a script, which structures the interview ‘more-or-less tightly’. Qualitative interviews, 
particularly those which are semi-structured, are described by Burgess (1984) as a conversation 
with a purpose. Designing the questions is a crucial part of the process and it is important to 
make the distinction between the research questions and the interview questions (Kvale and 
Brinkmann, 2009). As the research questions form the core of the research project these are 
questions for the researcher to answer through their exploration of the phenomena being 
studied. The researcher then translates the thematic research questions into interview questions 
articulated in the everyday language of the interviewees. In my research, as I was undertaking 
a narrative interview, I followed the principles of semi-structured interview approach and 
designed the interview questions out of the research questions to ensure they were accessible 
to the narrators (see table 1: p90).  
The responses to the interview questions could provide many insights into the questions I 
posed. A semi-structured interview does not operate within a one-size-fits-all framework, thus 
Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) suggest the interviewer’s questions should be brief and simple. 
Kvale and Brinkmann, (2009) suggest that open questions provide the fullest answers and that 
standardised questions do not bring standardised responses; the same question means different 
things to different people. In this research, the same question would unequivocally prompt a 
different response because the focus of the research is about understanding personal 
experiences of primary school. Because I endeavoured to create an environment of openness 
and equality in the interviews, in order to awaken the stories, I did not want to impose my 
position as researcher on the narrators in such a way that would make them feel uncomfortable 
or ‘caught out’ by technical language. The prompts were therefore designed to allow the 
narrator to tell me their story, with a lightly framed structure. To ask ‘how did the Education 
Reform Act of 1988 impact on you as a child’ would have been inappropriate and it was my 





designed prompts to open the narrative spaces for the narrators to be able to tell their individual, 
unique stories in an open and accessible way, these are presented in table 1. This was key in 
awakening the story, and highlights the critical nature of the research relationship, the 
importance of a carefully designed interview approach, and an environment in which the 
narrators felt comfortable to share their experiences of primary school.  
Table 1: Research Questions and Interview Questions 
Researcher 
Questions 
Question Informed by…? Interviewer Prompts 





primary school?  
 
Young’s (1990) concept of collected 
memories emphasises the point that 
memories vary from person to person 
and therefore collected memories allow 
for a more dynamic view of memory and 
time. Bruner, (1991) Clandinin and 
Connelly (2000) and Frank (2010) 
demonstrate that social science 
understanding is founded on the study of 
experience. Mills (1959) biography, 
history and society converge to gain an 
understanding of human experience. 
Initiation phase 
Can you tell me about…? 
The school you attended 
Location of the school 
What your parents did 
The kind of pupil you were 
Do you remember if you 
enjoyed school? 
_________________ 
How do you remember…? 
The school building 
The classrooms 
The school day 
Any routines, traditions or 
annual events 
Your friends at school 
The games you played 
 
Can you tell me about…?  
Subjects or lessons  
Teachers 
Any visitors that came to 
school  
Any books you read  
Any homework you were 
given 
Any school trips 
Any standout memories 
2. What key themes 
were identified 
from the narrators’ 
stories?  
 
Narrative researchers seek out themes 
from the data, which relate to the 
research questions and identify areas of 
interest in relation to the phenomena 
under examination, leading to 
abstraction in order to make meaning 
(Clandinin and Connelly: 1990; 
Richards, 2009; Bauer and Gaskell, 
2000). The stories told across the 
decades and generations would lead to 
the identify cation and analysis of 
themes. 
3. To what extent is 
the experience of 
educational policy 
reflected in the 
narrators’ stories? 
 
Literature, legislation and research 
demonstrate the changing landscape of 
primary education in relation to the 
changing nature of society, 
governmental intervention and 
classroom practice (Chitty, 2014; Ozga, 
2000; Alexander 2008). 
Adapted from Brinkmann and Kvale (2014) 
Table 1 illustrates the approach I undertook to create interview questions borne out of the 





not designed to align directly to each research question, but rather provide the narrative space 
for me as researcher to help awaken the stories and for the narrators to feel they had the freedom 
to talk about the experiences they remembered without being too bound within a structured 
framework, this demonstrates the person-centred approach to the concept of awakening. The 
original table created by Brinkmann and Kvale (2014: 158) demonstrates how the academic 
research questions can be translated into accessible interview questions, and how one research 
question can be investigated through several interview questions. I have developed their idea 
further by including reference to literature to articulate how the questions were informed and 
thus draw together the research questions, evidence from the literature review and the 
formulation of the interview questions to demonstrate a coherent and evidence-informed 
research approach. 
Brinkmann and Kvale (2014) emphasise the importance of paying attention to the thematic 
aspects of the questions and how findings will be analysed. I would argue that my approach, in 
the further development of their original idea, provides me with a framework which is more 
robust in the research process; because I have located the thematic aspects of the questions, in 
the actual evidence base, from which the analysis will later be borne out. During the interview 
process, I used prompt starters such as ‘Tell me about …’ and ‘How do you remember …’ to 
elicit the stories, the narrators often responded by first saying they couldn’t remember, but then 
as they were prompted by a follow up question would being to remember. This was where 
‘awakening’ the story was important. This was evident in Liz’s story for example 
Me: How do you remember the school building? 
Liz: I can’t really remember, not in any detail it was a fairly, it sort of, it 
was a wooden almost temporary building. 
    Liz (Decade 1955 to 1965) 
I used a prompt to help awaken the story. 
Me: Can you tell me how the classrooms were set out?   
Liz: Yes … you went in and the pegs were on one side and there were three 
classrooms, I think it was something like robins, thrushes and kingfishers – 
but they used those bird names you know 20, 30 years later but there were 
only the three classes in those days.   





Liz initially could not recall specifics, to then recalling the details of where the pegs were 
allocated, classroom names and location. Her memories were awakened through the action of 
the interview. The schema (appendix 3) allowed the initiation phase to act as a prompt, where 
the narrators were awakening their memories of the time they were at school. This helped me 
to gain a general sense of school at the respective time of each narrator whilst allowing the 
narrators to speak freely and specifically about their experience, within the schema. The 
narrators who recalled detailed recollections of their primary school experiences did not require 
every question; they covered the aspects designed within the schema in their discussion. This 
was confirmed during the first interview and demonstrated that the questions offered the 
narrators the opportunity to reveal their experiences of primary school. For other narrators the 
questions within the schema, and additional questions I posed to awaken the story, provided a 
prompt for their memory and helped to elicit experiences.  
When we recall events, we unfold the story of those experiences. The story, in turn, is 
associated with a memorable event, there is a knock-on effect. This was evident in the telling 
of some stories where events were revealed as the story unfolded. For example, Andy, who 
remembered the events vividly. He told me he had enjoyed school, I followed up on this, the 
story unfolds a series of events exemplifying Bruner’s (1991) concept of narrative accrual: 
Me: You mentioned that you enjoyed school, what was it that you 
particularly liked?   
Andy: I don’t know. I think it suited us because it was all sort of varied, 
you know you weren’t split into subjects. Back then I was really quite wide 
read… I had a really good general knowledge... I can remember walking 
down the street, holding hands with each other as we would, with us 
football boots tied round us necks and kicking through all the leaves in 
autumn…. we all got on as well because nobody had got anything. You 
know there was no sort of petty jealousy because they’d got more than you 
or anything like that we were all fairly destitute and all in second-hand 
clothes and things like that. I remember the camaraderie there, even 
though it was very hierarchical, you know you had to fight in the pecking 
order playground and things like that. You know even to lining up after the 
playtime had finished, with the lads, it was all done in order, the best 
fighter first and who was worst fighter at the end. There were often scuffles, 
you know ‘I should be number 7’, ‘well come on then’. So, you had to fight 
your corner there. 





The detail of certain events is preserved. Memories have stood the test of time and ‘retained a 
place in living memory, where many other details have faded not to be ever recalled’ (Webster 
and Mertova, 2007: 72).  However, it was the interview situation which awakened the story, 
and the opportunity to talk about memories of primary school.  These experiences have indeed 
retained a place in living memory and further to this, have now been recorded as data sources.  
4.4 Trustworthiness 
Reliability and validity are key research instruments to ‘quality control’ a study; the concept 
of reliability is largely associated with positivist research (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). Reliability 
refers to the stability of findings, validity represents the truthfulness of findings (Altheide and 
Johnson, 1994). In his discussion on validity, Plummer (2001: 155) states that ‘if the subjective 
story is what the researcher is after, the life history approach becomes the most valid method’. 
This concurs with Brinkmann and Kvale (2014: 282) who emphasise that validity pertains to 
‘whether a method investigates what it purports to investigate’. This aspect of validity can 
therefore be applied to narrative inquiry; it is the story of the narrator that is key to the research 
and therefore the most valid method. Hence, narrative inquirers (Polkinghorne, 1988; Connelly 
and Clandinin, 1990; Clandinin and Connelly, 2000; and Lincoln and Guba, 1985) argue for a 
different approach when undertaking qualitative research. As stated by Webster and Mertova 
(2007), it is important to remember that the aim of narrative inquiry is not to find one 
generalisable truth, but to find many truths which can lead to new understandings and 
knowledge. Richardson (1994) referred to this as crystallisation. Crystallisation offers a three-
dimensional metaphor to engage in research findings, involving interpretation from many 
angles, as opposed to the traditional two-dimensional triangle often used to triangulate findings 
(Ellingson, 2014).  
My research adopts a multi-angled approach to triangulation through the recruitment of 
different participants from each decade, interpretation in relation to educational policy, as well 
as interpretation of the data through theoretical accounts of narrative inquiry. In addition to 
this, the employment of thick descriptions can further enhance trustworthiness in the research 
process. Thick descriptions according to Creswell and Miller (2000) provide detail and 
information that in turn help to create verisimilitude. Accounts produced using thick 





provide readers with the feeling that they have experienced or could experience the 
phenomenon under investigation. In order that readers gain an understanding of the contexts of 
the narrators, I provided pen portraits (appendix 1) of the narrators and the decades in which 
they experienced school.  
Rather than discussing validity as a critical component of the research process, Lincoln and 
Guba (1985), in their exploration of the human as a research instrument, refer to 
trustworthiness. Within this, they recommend that a member check be carried out, once an 
interview has been transcribed, to find out if the interviews represented the ‘true story’ of the 
participant. This entails sending the transcription of the narrative back to the participants to 
check the accuracy of what has been transcribed. However, I made the decision not to do this, 
from an ethical perspective I had already requested time from the narrators in conducting the 
interviews and the letter of consent articulated how I would use the interviews (appendix 5). 
Because the narrators were telling me a story about the past, they were also recalling events, 
self-checking their memory, as they told the story, and in most cases for the first time. This 
meant the transcript was sometimes harder to read in terms of getting to the story, for example 
the pauses, utterances and the structure of the spoken word and colloquialisms produce a 
transcript which can be difficult to read. Its origin was of the spoken word, with the nuances of 
spoken dialogue.  
Holloway and Freshwater (2007) suggest that in narrative inquiry it is inappropriate to ask a 
participant to check their story once transcribed. Firstly, because spoken and written forms are 
different types of discourse, the written word represented in a transcript format does not reflect 
how it was intended to communicate the narrative. Czarniawaska (2004) explains how the 
participant sees the transcript as a written text. This leads the participant to edit and correct the 
text, sometimes retelling it and positioning it in a different frame of reference. This aligns to 
the ontological position of the study whereby I was seeking out and co-creating the stories to 
understand human experiences. Secondly, the narrative has been co-created through the 
interview process and as a result of ‘awakening’ the story. This means the story told in an 
interview context with carefully crafted questions, is transformed from its telling if told 
informally as part of day-to-day conversation. The narrators shared this phenomenon with me. 





sixteen of them (p104) stated that they had not shared their stories before, six narrators stated 
they had informally discussed schooling, but not formally as they did as a research participant. 
Thirdly, the researcher has a specific agenda, research questions are constructed to understand 
a specific problem or concern, interview questions are shaped from research questions, to gain 
insight into the phenomena under inquiry. As stated by Brinkmann and Kvale (2014), 
interviews assist the researcher in extending their knowledge of the phenomena under 
investigation. The interviews are living conversations; the interviews are not the transcripts. 
The transcripts become the data for analyses.  
Although researchers maintain the authentic voice and story of participants, Holloway and 
Freshwater (2007) suggest that the researcher also transcends it during the research process 
through interpretation, meaning making and theorising. This is key to my research approach 
where, as the researcher, I am first awakening the story. The narrators’ statements are not 
merely collected, rather, they are co-authored through the interview process. For Plummer 
(2001), it is important for the researcher to consider the extent to which a literal translation is 
required. He states that in conversational analysis, the speech patterns, with each individual 
nuance are integral to the analysis and therefore attention should be paid to each millisecond. 
However, where the researcher is analysing the transcript in relation to the events discussed, as 
in this research, Plummer (2001) like Gibbs (2007) recommend that the aim should be to make 
the transcript as readable as possible; ensuring this does not impact on the trustworthiness of 
the data. I transcribed the interviews retaining basic paralinguistic features such as the features 
of speech which occur when people are thinking.  However, for the ease of reading, as per 
Gibbs (2007) recommendation, I removed some of the paralinguistic features of speech; for 
example, ‘erm’ (see Jean’s extract, p109) and rhetorical questions (see Theresa’s extract, 
p107). As I was not analysing the rendering of the story, but its content, I did not undertake 
further detailed transcription.   
The editing of the narrative was for the purpose of accessible reading, maintaining authentic 
voices but removing elements of everyday talk which make the story difficult to read. This 
approach was adopted for each selected extract included in this research.  As Holloway and 
Freshwater (2007) recommend, I therefore did not return the transcripts to the narrators for 





research and therefore verification of the data was not necessary. As I was not analysing the 
rendering of the story, but its content, I did not undertake further detailed transcription.   
4.4.1 Verisimilitude of narratives 
Whilst the transcripts were not returned to the narrators, the question of trustworthiness is still 
important. A common criticism of narrative inquiry is that the findings may not be valid 
because the subjects’ reports may be false (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2014). According to Bakhtin 
(1986), narratives can differ depending on to whom the stories are being told. When I asked 
the narrators if they had previously told their stories about schooling, those that had, stated that 
they had told them in specific contexts but not in a detailed or formal fashion as they did when 
interviewed. For example, Fran stated: 
I may have compared some of the experiences my grandchildren have had 
at school with my own, but I haven’t really talked about my school 
experiences in any depth or with any detail, certainly not formally. 
 Fran (Decade 1944 to 1954) 
This exemplifies Bakhtin’s (1986) position concerning differing contexts, this does not mean 
the stories are not true, but confirms that they are told in a specific way to fit the given context. 
Narrative research does not claim to represent the absolute truth, but aims for verisimilitude, 
that the data has the appearance of truth or reality. Amsterdam and Bruner (2000), in their 
discussion of trustworthiness, explain how stories derive their power to convince, not from 
verifiability but from verisimilitude, ‘they will be true enough if they ring true’ (Amsterdam 
and Bruner, 2000: 30). Since each research study originates from its related epistemological 
and ontological paradigm the validation of trustworthiness should therefore align to these 
stances. In seeking out trustworthiness for this study, I explored other notions of attaining 
trustworthy data. For example, the sample for the study comprised more than one narrator from 
each decade, and I recruited people from different types of schools in different geographical 
areas (p104). The stories told by the narrators provide examples of their experiences and these 
ring true when analysing the stories in relation to the literature.   
Rejecting traditional notions of validity and reliability, Lincoln and Guba (1985); Clandinin 





how the verisimilitude of narratives could be demonstrated through alternative concepts of 
trustworthiness. These concepts were of interest to me because they align to the values of 
narrative and humanistic inquiry, and to the epistemological paradigm of this study, where 
narrative inquiry pays tribute to human subjectivity, how people deal with their social worlds 
and concrete human experiences (Plummer, 1983). The stories the narrators told, provided an 
insight in what they remembered. These stories may have been embellished, or have changed 
over time, but I would argue that they remain trustworthy. The themes that were identified from 
the stories demonstrate that whilst the individual experiences of the narrators were different, 
they remembered similar things within and across decades. They express the truth of a point of 
view, expressed in that moment, and the truth of the memory should not be questioned or 
contradicted, but can later be verified and substantiated through the use of secondary materials 
(Jovchelovitch and Bauer, 2000).  This provides confirmability that what they remembered was 
likely to be true. 
Therefore, the stories ring true (Amsterdam and Bruner, 2000) because more than one narrator 
experienced the phenomenon in their own context. Added to this is triangulation with policy 
documentation and literature. Corporal punishment for example, provides evidence from many 
narrators who recalled being caned or hit by teachers (p130-133). The narrators in the decades 
from 1987 onwards make no reference to corporal punishment, because in 1986 corporal 
punishment was banned in state schools. Corporal punishment was a phenomenon remembered 
by many, and because the phenomenon is documented in policy, the trustworthiness of the 
stories can be confirmed. Verisimilitude cited by Clandinin and Connelly (2000), and Connelly 
and Clandinin (1999) is an important criterion on which to judge the value of narratives, the 
themes highlighted through analysis provide evidence of verisimilitude across the decades and 
contexts of the narrators. 
4.4.2 Researcher bias 
Verisimilitude is also obtained through recognising bias. Researcher bias can be countered 
through reflexivity, which relates to researcher attitudes, experiences and outlook on the social 
phenomenon under study (Holstein and Gubrium, 1994). In his discussion on reflexivity, 
Holliday (2016) advocates an approach which balances the abstract objective position with 





manage ‘heuristic distancing’ (Holliday, 2002: 178) to achieve cautious detachment. This 
requires the researcher to be cognisant of their experiences, perspectives and attitudes which 
might affect the research. This was important for me, not only in the interview process, but also 
in the writing of the literature review. Similarly, in the interpretations and analysis of the 
stories, particularly in acknowledging my own pedagogical approaches, political views and 
preferences based on my own experiences in the teaching profession, both during my time in 
school and latterly in a university. 
My own experience of teacher training was focused on understanding and implementing the 
National Curriculum. I trained from 1990 to 1994, when the National Curriculum was still 
being established in schools. Reflecting on that training, we were encouraged to take a child-
centred approach to classroom practice with the theories of Piaget and Vygotsky at the heart of 
theoretical study. In my own classroom, I adopted child-centred approaches to learning, 
integrated with Vygotsky’s (1978) constructivist approach to learning, where children could 
discover new knowledge for themselves, designed to provide purposeful, relevant learning 
opportunities. 
As a teacher educator, I presented theories of learning to trainee teachers, promoting a critical 
approach to understanding the background to the theory and its advantages versus 
shortcomings. I maintained a neutral perspective on how students should teach their lessons 
but encouraged them to design lessons which would help them to gain a good understanding 
of the progress children were making with embedded approaches for supporting and 
challenging all learners. I am aware that I had developed an attitude related to the number of 
initiatives imposed on teachers; I therefore maintained a neutral attitude to these initiatives 
when working with students.  
The opportunity to step back from the context of the classroom allowed me to gain perspective 
on this and through reading and observing the landscape I was able to shift this attitude and 
advocated for teachers as autonomous classroom agents and creative learning designers. By 
2007, the Training and Development Agency (TDA) had created the Professional Standards 
for Teachers (2007) and these ‘clarified professional characteristics’ (TDA, 2007) for teachers, 
later replaced by the Teachers’ Standards (2011) when the Department for Education was 





on which to judge trainee teachers’ professional attributes, professional knowledge, 
understanding and skills. This created professional cognitive conflict. Knowledge, skills and 
understanding are essential for effective teaching but so too are teacher personality, pupil-
teacher relationship and critical thinking, these are not measurable and impose bias from an 
external perspective.  
During the research process, to counter bias, I adopted numerous approaches to enhance the 
quality of the research and data. Based on the recommendations by Miles and Huberman (1994) 
these included: drawing the aims of the study from literature; designing methods to optimise 
the narrators’ authentic voices and providing detailed information on research design, sample 
and context. Further to this I undertook verbatim transcription of interviews used for analysis, 
with light editing for the purpose of readability of story extracts; peer review of the analysis of 
stories, when identifying the themes to enhance reliability and objectivity. I ensured 
triangulation of data in relation to legislation and literature and was engaged in dissemination 
of methodology and findings during the research process. Finally, I considered implications of 
this research for future narrative inquiry and educational practice. 
Undertaking these approaches does not mean that bias is completely eradicated. Rather than 
trying to eliminate researcher bias, it is better to seek to understand the bias (Hammersley and 
Atkinson, 1983). Thus, I adopted a reflexive approach to the methodology (Holliday, 2002). 
4.5 Ethical considerations   
Ethical considerations assist in safeguarding participants, demonstrate confidence in the 
research approach and that protocol has been adhered to which conveys a sense of conviction 
in the research process that the researcher and the participants do not come to any harm 
(Wellington, 2000). Wellington (2000) reminds researchers that morals underpin ethics and 
that all research studies should be ethical. Being ethical requires a researcher to consider how 
they inform participants of the purpose of the study, are sensitive to time taken for data 
collection, treat all participants with respect and honesty (Wellington, 2000). The ethical 





4.5.1 Seeking consent   
I sought approval from the University of Derby College of Education Research Ethics 
Committee, who approved the study in May 2016 (appendix 6). The ethics guidance at the 
University aligns to the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018) guidelines.  
All narrators gave consent to be interviewed before the interviews took place and they were 
informed of the time commitment. I sought consent from narrators to use their first name and 
age in the study. The narrators are co-authors of their stories, and therefore recognition of their 
voice is crucial in the research. The narrators also gave consent for their stories to be shared if 
published later.  
As previously stated, I did not perceive harm or distress to come to the narrators but as BERA 
guidelines (2018) state, researchers must recognise when participants are in distress and must 
work immediately to put them at ease. I did not know if the narrators would share personal 
stories that may create emotional reactions. In order to adhere to ethical guidelines, I knew I 
should desist from continuing the research if it was causing intrusion or harm to my narrators. 
During the interview process this was not this apparent. The narrators appeared happy and 
relaxed in the telling of their stories. This was evident from the time they were prepared to 
give, the offer of additional information, photographs, artefacts and their demeanour during the 
story telling. The narrators smiled, laughed and recalled additional information to add to the 
process. Three of the narrators told me that they had an absent parent during their childhood 
(David, Tony and Simon); as this information was not relevant to the study, I did not pursue 
lines of inquiry that may have been uncomfortable or distressing for them. One of the narrators 
(Fran) told me that she had many pictures of the Virgin Mary in her home to keep her safe from 
thoughts of the nuns. Fran was clearly affected by the treatment of the nuns at school, and their 
harsh discipline of children. Because of the distance of time, she told me that whilst she was 
still a nervous person, her fears had subsided, again I allowed her to talk about what she felt 
comfortable discussing but did not pursue lines of inquiry which may have caused upset. The 
debrief letter provided wellbeing support contact details should they wish to speak someone if 
they had concerns following the interview (appendix 6). 
In the invitation to participate, each narrator was invited to be interviewed at a convenient 





to draw out themes. I also informed each narrator that there were no anticipated risks or 
discomfort related to the research. I met most narrators at my place of work. Kevin and David 
were interviewed in the local pub. I met two elderly female narrators in their own homes, three 
narrators were interviewed at my home, four by telephone and one online.    
Being invited to a strangers’ home and inviting a stranger into your home raises ethical 
concerns which should be considered. I followed guidelines (Social Research Association, 
2012) and addressed the home visit by providing the details of the interview, the address and 
the timeframe of the interview with a family member. To some extent this compromised the 
anonymity of the interviewee. Safeguarding oneself is paramount and to adhere to the 
University’s policy (University of Derby, 2013) it is essential that all research be appropriately 
conducted. For those visiting my home, I ensured that family members were present in the 
house during the interviews and only invited those narrators with whom I had some 
professional or local acquaintance. 
4.5.2 Anonymity and confidentiality   
The complexity of anonymity cannot be underestimated. The anonymity of any participant 
within a narrative inquiry method is not possible. In most research projects, we make a promise 
to anonymity, but as Clandinin and Connelly (2000) suggest, it is not clear that this is done in 
any meaningful way.  It is therefore essential that where possible, researchers aim to assure 
participants that every effort will be made to ensure that the data cannot be traced back to them 
in reports, presentations and other forms of dissemination. Whilst I have used the first names 
of the narrators, with their permission, the schools, their location and the teachers have all been 
anonymised. All narrators provided the names of the schools they attended. These were 
anonymised and instead I have stated the type of school they had attended: state, church or 
private. The complexity was evident when the narrators used the name of a teacher or a friend.  
As the researcher, I was aware that the names of others might expose the identity of my 
narrators, but also, I felt it ethically correct to protect the people who were named by the 
narrators. To adhere to this ethical approach, I provided all named people with pseudonyms to 
protect their identity. These names were chosen to maintain the substance of the stories and the 





teachers and friends for this purpose. This is illustrated in Rosemary’s retelling of a teacher she 
disliked, who often hit the children.  
The teacher, her name was Mrs Goodness (pseudonym given to protect 
identity), but we called her Mrs Badness because she was very, very stern. 
She would smack you around the back of the head... 
           Rosemary (Decade 1966 to 1976) 
4.5.3 Researcher-narrator relationship   
Seeking consent to fulfil institutional requirements is only one aspect of the ethical process; 
there are relational ethical considerations to be addressed in narrative inquiry. From a relational 
perspective, I also had to consider my responsibility as the researcher with the narrators. The 
quality of a narrative research interview is determined by several factors. In the case of my 
interviews, I considered the following: preparation of the interview, approach to the interview, 
the verbal and non-verbal prompts utilised, the relationship with the narrator, the subject of the 
interview, adapting approaches based on the narrator and safeguarding equality as far as 
possible. 
Research interviews usually have some form of inequality about them (Clandinin and Connelly 
2000), the direction of the interview, the questions asked, the researcher governs all the words 
used. The researcher-narrator relationship is fundamental in eliciting a story and therefore it 
was important to ensure I achieved a balanced approach to the interviews. Knowing a narrator 
too well may result in an interview becoming a conversation (Clandinin and Connelly 2000); 
on the other hand, an approach that is too formal, can result in the narrator feeling 
uncomfortable and unable to freely tell their story. Allowing the ‘narrator to ‘take the floor’ 
with referential language that keeps within the boundaries of selected topics’ (Minister, 1991: 
35) can balance the researcher-narrator relationship. This was essential in my study, asking 
questions and using language that represented the field of education in which I am located and 
where I have been a professional for twenty five years, could skew the direction of the stories 
and constrain authenticity of the narrators’ language. This is also problematic because of power 
relations. This was identified in the first interview I undertook. My supervisor pointed out how 





words I would use as a teacher or teacher educator, not necessarily the words or language of 
the narrators.  
This prompted me to adapt my approach and not contaminate narrators’ stories with my own 
memories of my primary school experiences, or the technical language of education.  To ensure 
a less imposed, more valid and authentic version of the narrator's perspective, it is advised that 
the influence of the interviewer is minimal, and accordingly, the setting should be arranged to 
achieve minimising of the interviewer's influence (Jovchelovitch and Bauer, 2000). Based on 
the idea of reconstructing social events from the point of view of narrators, I used the everyday 
communication of the telling of and listening to stories, whilst Jovchelovitch and Bauer (2000) 
suggest that the researcher input is kept to a minimum, it was necessary to interact with the 
narrators to awaken their stories. The act of awakening the story was a critical element in 
eliciting the stories.   
4.6 The sample   
For qualitative research to offer robust findings, an appropriate sample should be identified, 
based on the aims of the research (Wellington, 2000).  I invited four narrators from each decade 
between 1944 and 2009. Two educated in state primary, one from a state-church school and 
one from a private school for each of the six decades. This breadth of experience ensured I had 
considered the different perspectives of pupils at their respective schools at that time. I 
recruited narrators who had attended state-church schools, private schools and state schools, I 
was keen to make sure that the different types of schools were represented in the study. 
Additionally, narrators were recruited from a variety of areas across Derbyshire and Derby 
City, including city centre, urban and rural schools.  Accordingly, the different narrators 
experienced school life in one of these locations in the following decades: 1944 to 1954; 1955 
to 1965; 1966 to 1976; 1977 to 1987; 1988 to 1998; and 1999 to 2009. 
There were twenty-four narrators who participated in the research, ten male and fourteen 
female narrators. Each narrator gave permission for their forename and age to be used in the 
study. The oldest narrator at the time of the interview was David, aged 76 years (see Table 2) 
and the youngest narrator was Chloe, aged 22 years. Kevin and David are treated as one narrator 





 Table 2: Narrators of each decade of the study by school type, age and area 




























































Key First telling of stories Some retelling,  
infrequent and informal 
Unsure, cannot remember if 
told stories before 
 
I chose a purposive criterion sampling technique for this study. This involves identifying and 
selecting individuals or groups of individuals that are especially knowledgeable about or 
experienced with a phenomenon of interest (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011). Consistent with 
a purposive sampling approach, the narrators were selected according to the needs of the study, 
except for two of the narrators, Val and Nic. These narrators volunteered to participate in the 
research following a request I made on social media for a former pupil who had attended a 
church school in the decade 1944-1954 and a private school in the decade 1966-1976 (details 
on p103).  
In addition to knowledge and experience, Bernard (2002) and Spradley (1979) note the 
importance of availability and willingness to participate, and the ability to communicate 
experiences and opinions in an articulate, expressive, and reflective manner. I did not know 
how expressive or reflective the narrators would be until I met with them for the interview. 
What was important was their ability to recollect their memories. 
Purposive sampling, also referred to as judgemental, selective or subjective sampling, allows 
the researcher to choose a participant because they illustrate the specific features and 
information required in the collection of data (Silverman, 2010).  According to Sharma (2017), 
purposive sampling reflects a group of techniques that rely on the judgement of the researcher 





that purposive samples, irrespective of the type of purposive sampling used, can be highly 
prone to researcher bias.  However, for the purposes of this study it was necessary to adopt this 
form of sampling. The narrators in this study were selected based on their age, the type of 
school they attended and its geographical location. It was therefore clear that a purposive 
sample was necessary for my research.    
Criterion sampling involves selecting cases that meet some predetermined criterion of 
importance (Patton, 2001). The selection criteria for narrators were based on the first 
requirement that they had attended primary school during the selected timeframe of the 
decades. They were also selected on the basis that they had attended a primary school within 
Derbyshire. In addition, I wanted to have males and females participating in the study. I chose 
Derbyshire schools as the geographical frame because this is where I taught as a primary school 
teacher, a teacher educator and where I now work in a University. I undertook four interviews 
by telephone, and one completed an online interview, I met the other 19 narrators face to face. 
The use of a purposive, criterion-sampling technique allowed me to gather data from narrators 
based on the information I was interested in learning about.     
4.6.1 Sampling: the advantages and disadvantages    
The unequivocal advantage of choosing a purposive sample is the fact that the participants in 
a study are selected because of their experience, knowledge or expertise of situation, 
phenomenon or context (Silverman, 2010). This means having to think critically about the 
parameters of the population being studied and choosing the sample carefully on that basis. 
The sample is not random; it is selected based on knowledge that the participants can provide 
evidence of phenomenon or context (Denzin and Lincoln, 2018). In this qualitative study, using 
narrative inquiry method, the findings were not intended to be representative of a particular 
population but rather offer insight into that moment in time, drawn from the narrators’ stories. 
It is arguably questionable how representative twenty-four stories about experiences in 
Derbyshire schools can be. In this study however, it is not a question of representativeness but 
rather about how the narrative reveals aspects of self and the experiences of primary school 
within a specific context. The aim of narrative inquiry is not to find one generalisable truth, but 
to find many truths which can lead to new understandings and knowledge. To align with the 





primary school, to illuminate the multi-faceted views of education that people bring from 
experience. Despite the sample size, these narratives may allow for generalisation among 
members of the same particular group (Daiute, 2014) and reveal the changing nature of policy 
and education reform and the impact on those who have experienced it.   
4.6.2 Recruiting the sample   
Firstly, because I had a purposive sample, I needed to interview those who had attended school 
in Derbyshire within the specific decades between 1944 and 2009, this formed the basis of the 
criteria for inclusion. Researchers undertaking purposive sampling rely on their own judgment 
when choosing members of the population to participate in research (Daiute, 2014). According 
to Daiute (2014), the researcher should have prior knowledge of the research topic and 
participants are selected because they fit a particular population (Silverman, 2010).  
Iphofen (2009) notes that gaining consent should be undertaken in a simple, straightforward 
manner. I chose an informal approach in the invitation to participate; I had shared the topic of 
my research with some colleagues and they offered to participate in the study. Many of these 
had not attended school in Derbyshire, so were rejected on that basis.  
I asked people if they wished to participate in the research: at work, in the local community, 
friends of friends. I asked people if they had attended primary school in Derbyshire or Derby 
City and which type of school they had attended. Some narrators were more difficult to recruit 
than others because of the nature of the schools they attended or their age group. To ensure a 
complete sample, I used social media to recruit the final two narrators, to which Val and Nic 
responded; the former had attended a rural village state-church school, the latter a private 
school. Murairwa (2015) argues that voluntary sampling is a useful method to adopt when the 
original sample is undersubscribed. The sampling approach was therefore predominantly 
purposive, with volunteer sampling combined to recruit a complete sample.   I required six 
narrators from the private school sector, these narrators were more difficult to find in the 
decades required for the research. Four narrators from private schools were thus obtained 
through professional connections (Liz, Sally, Claire and Katy). One narrator completed 
questions online and four narrators were interviewed by telephone because of their 





interview, I was able to prompt where needed in the telephone interviews and was able to seek 
clarification in writing when needed with the email narrator. What was limited in these 
interviews was the opportunity to observe the narrators as they told their stories. The other 
narrators were all interviewed face to face.  Although I adopted an informal approach to this, 
in order to acquire the sample, all the formal aspects of research were adhered to throughout 
the study.    
All narrators were briefed on:     
a. The purpose of the interview and how long it was likely to take.   
b. Their contribution to the research.   
c. The timeframe of the research and their time commitment to the interview.   
d. How to withdraw.   
e. The next steps in the research phase.   
The perceived advantages of using signed consent forms are that the narrators are more likely 
to understand what their participation involves (Wiles, 2013), in addition, the researcher and 
participant are protected should complaints arise. I thanked the narrators for their time and 
provided an outline of the next phase of the research and how narrators could withdraw their 
data. The BERA (2018) guidelines are clear, researchers must recognise the right of any 
narrators to withdraw from the research for any or no reason, and at any time, and they must 
inform them of this right. This poses complications if research has been submitted, published 
or disseminated. I therefore provided a deadline for the narrators, as suggested by the Economic 
and Social Research Council (2018), who state that research should indicate the point at which 
data will have been anonymised and amalgamated and when data cannot then be excluded.    
4.7 Data collection and data sources  
Because narrative inquiry focuses on stories people tell, the narrative interview must allow for 
this to happen. My research relied on interviews to awaken the stories that would create the 
data sources, I discussed previously how I used the interviews to open up the narrative space 
for the stories to emerge and experiences to be revealed. Data collection took place between 





by Jovchelovitch and Bauer (2000); this is outlined below; I adopted and adapted their five key 
phases. Firstly, the pre-research phase, this requires careful preparation of questions to elicit 
the stories, the documentation which contextualises the research approach with the narrators 
and serves as the invitation to participate. I provided a written outline of the purpose and 
approach of the research (appendix 5). In addition, I provided a debrief document (appendix 7) 
which was given to the narrators. Should they have wished to withdraw their data from the 
research, this provided the narrators with the details they would need.  None of the narrators 
asked to withdraw their data. During the preparation phase I undertook a pilot interview to test 
out my approach.  I undertook the following phases of the narrative interview process:  
1. Pre-research stage: planning and preparation. 
2. Initiation Phase: I began recording and presented the initial topic, in my research I 
presented the narrators with the opportunity to start by telling me about the school they 
attended.    
3. Narration Phase: During this phase I provided the space for the narrators to talk, in 
order to awaken their stories. I used open questions as much as possible to elicit an 
authentic recall. Jovchelovitch and Bauer (2000) refer to the need to choose language 
carefully in order that the narrators can provide their own stories, in their own words. 
The task of the interviewer is to listen to the account and render it with fidelity 
(Blumenfeld-Jones, 1995). It is important to then wait for coda before initiating a 
prompt to help awaken the stories or indeed before embarking on the next phase of 
questioning.  During this phase I was the active audience, listening carefully and 
considering where any prompts might be necessary to help awaken the story. 
4. Questioning Phase: During this phase, whilst Jovchelovich and Bauer (2000) state that 
one should not offer opinion or attitudes to the stories gathered, following the pilot 
interview I had learned the importance of this and therefore anything I asked was to 
gain clarity and demonstrate interest, this often prompted further discussion by the 
narrators.  
5. Concluding Talk: This final phase happens after the recording has stopped. It is possible 
to create a memory log after the event to record any other details discussed. I actively 





4.7.1 Gathering the stories, the first steps    
The first narrator participating in my study was Kevin. Kevin is a local acquaintance who 
expressed an interest in the research I was proposing to undertake. Once I had received ethical 
approval for the study, I invited Kevin to participate in the research; he represented one of the 
narrators from the decade 1955 to 1966 and had attended a primary school in Derbyshire. He 
consented to participate, and I asked him where he would like to meet to undertake the 
interview.  Kevin requested we meet in a local pub as this was a neutral place, where he felt 
comfortable. This interview would serve as a pilot to ascertain my approach to the research.  
Unexpectedly, Kevin invited his friend David, an old friend from primary school. Whilst I was 
not expecting this, I did not question his participation but undertook the interview as if both 
had been invited to participate. Both narrators signed the invitations to participate and we began 
the interview. What ensued was a fascinating insight into their recollections of the school they 
attended together. They remembered the same teachers, lessons, events. They talked about their 
childhood and they spoke of their adventures outside school. Whilst this was fascinating, it led 
the interview away from the specifics of their school experiences. The open approach to the 
interview provided insights of the lived experience of school, but it merged with their general 
childhood memories, stories of playing in the woods and making jam with their mothers. I 
therefore adapted the schema, and my approach, to ensure there was still the opportunity for 
awakening the story, but also greater structure to ensure the discussions were focused around 
school experiences. Kevin and David nudged each other’s memories and checked each other 
for factual truths in their stories. For example, in the extract below we can see how they 
remembered specific aspects related to their head teacher and how they confirm that they both 
remembered these things (underlined): 
David: Strange enough I liked Mr Gamble, headmaster, I found him interesting.      
Kevin:  Yeah, he was all right. He could play the violin, couldn’t he?  
David:  Yeah, he could, very well. 
                                                                      Kevin and David (Decade 1955 to 1965) 
An observation I made during Kevin and David’s interview and on reading the transcript, was 





correct each other, question recollections for reliability. The stories were awakened though 
their discussions.  Having both participants from the same era, was a unique research situation 
and would be difficult to replicate, nonetheless it was an interesting phenomenon and 
demonstrated how people do remember accurately and tell stories that are truthful. As 
awakening the stories is key in my research, this experience provided me with an insight into 
how being familiar with the context, ideas and phenomenon being discussed is a critical 
component in the concept of awakening.  Kevin and David checked and corrected each other 
for truths as seen in the extract above. The other narrators often did that too, correcting 
themselves as they remembered the experiences. For example, Theresa, on remembering 
lessons learned at school, corrected herself as she recalled who made the horse (underlined): 
I remember the projects. We were twinned with Osnabruck, and we made 
these wooden horses, and we painted one side and the school from 
Osnabruck painted the other. Or they made horses? Or no, we made the 
horses, my horse was with Martha Brown (pseudonym) and I painted one 
side and she did the other. 
                                                                         Theresa (Decade 1988 to 1998) 
The interview of David and Kevin is retained within the research, utilising the voices of both 
narrators, but counted as one narrator. I had informed Kevin that my supervisor would be in 
attendance, to which he agreed. My supervisor maintained the role as observer, noting my 
approach and any strengths and shortcomings. This first meeting allowed me to learn how to 
conduct an effective interview, and hone my interview skills, where my own recollections, 
language and memories did not interfere with the stories of the narrator. My supervisor pointed 
out where I had unwittingly directed a discussion, or where I had veered away from the schema. 
This largely related to where I had used my own professional language, and consequently 
which led the narrators to use my words in their storytelling rather than their own. The pilot 
led to a tighter interview structure to maintain the focus on primary school experiences.  
Understanding oneself in the interview is an important part of the interview process and 
knowing how, as an interviewer, you can affect the interview is important (Rubin and Rubin, 
2005). As I collected the stories from the other narrators, I used this first interview to help shape 





Without doubt, the most difficult aspect of the process was to not ‘interrogate’ the narrators 
and to allow them to tell their stories, as they remembered them, with some prompting and little 
interruption. Brinkmann and Kvale (2014: 159) emphasise the importance of not asking too 
many ‘why’ questions as this can lead to an ‘over-reflected intellectualised interview’, in my 
research the right environment was required to ensure the stories could be awakened 
authentically. Importantly though, intellectualising the interview would have created a power 
relationship between me as the researcher and the narrators, I discussed earlier the importance 
of the environment and equality in the interview process, again a key component in awakening 
the stories. My role was to allow the space and freedom for the narrators to tell me what they 
remembered and to not pursue lines of inquiry when the narrators reported that they did not 
remember any more.  
Riessman (2008) encourages the narrative researcher to maintain an open approach to 
interviews and to let the participants find their voice. In the interviews I undertook, I wanted 
the narrators to be able to travel down the roads of their story trails, so it was important to 
approach the interview without a preconceived format. Although I had constructed the schema, 
each interview was very different in its format based on the narrator and the setting, this 
confirms Kvale and Brinkmann’s (2009) ideas, that the questions will mean different things to 
different people. Liz for example was interviewed in her own home and would refer to things 
that were ‘up there’, gesturing to where the loft must be, where she had stored artefacts from 
her school days. The awakening of the story was enhanced through the initiation phase of the 
interview, setting the scene for the school attended and bringing memories to the fore.  
4.7.2 Recording and transcribing the interviews   
I recorded the interviews on a voice recorder application downloaded onto my iPad. This 
allowed me to store the interviews safely and upload them immediately to my University One 
Drive account where they would be password protected and data would be safely stored. These 
were then used to transcribe the stories. Unfortunately, this does not come without challenge. 
After the first interview, I misplaced my iPad before I had chance to upload the interview to 
my One Drive account. I informed the University who blocked access to the iPad so that 
personal information could not be retrieved. This meant that when I recovered the iPad, it had 





and David to request a second interview. This, without doubt affected some of the authenticity 
of the original interview because their recollections were now fresh in their mind and the 
authentic nature of the original interview was not the same.    
The stories were transcribed verbatim, to maintain the authentic voice of the narrator. I did not 
correct grammar but edited the story from the exact spoken dialogue to written dialogue for 
ease of access for the reader. Gibbs (2007) suggests a degree of editing is acceptable when 
researching content as opposed to use of language. An example of this is in Jean’s story: 
Original transcript extract: 
Jean: Erm, I didn’t like maths, I liked English erm I had a teacher called 
erm, erm, Mrs Norberry who I didn’t like [laughter] she taught maths, erm 
[pause] so, er but really that was about it.  
Final written narrative extract: 
Jean: Erm, I didn’t like maths, I liked English. I had a teacher called 
Mrs Norberry who I didn’t like, she taught maths, er but really that was 
about it. 
I anonymised sections of stories where narrators had described specific areas, streets, friends 
and teachers in detail, by adopting pseudonyms. I did this to protect the identity of both the 
narrator and those people they discussed. I did this by removing area names and replacing with 
the word local.  For example, one narrator named a specific wood, I referred to this as ‘the local 
wood’ in the transcript, so that the area, school and friends remain anonymous. Additionally, 
whilst the extracts represent the actual voices and words of the narrators, for the purposes of 
data reduction, the extracts in chapter five were formulated through analysis of the data in 
relation to the themes identified. A verbatim transcript is included in appendix 4, selected 
extracts in chapter five are drawn from full transcripts and condensed to illustrate specific 
themes.   
Losing some of the richness and meaning in the narratives is inevitable as the spoken word is 
conveyed in written form. The gestures and meanings implied through body language, facial 
expressions and cadence are absent and the pace of the narration is impossible to convey as 
text. Webster and Mertova (2007) explain that for stories to be truthful, the research and 





to report the events through the narrative so that there is resonance with the reader, the story 
sounds true because it reminds the reader of something similar to that which they have 
experienced, or ‘it opens a new window to the reader’ (Webster and Mertova, 2007: 99). 
Narrative coherence helps to provide authenticity, where the researcher provides enough 
information to convince the reader that the story was told openly and honestly (Webster and 
Mertova, 2007). 
4.8 Data analysis  
Data analysis is critical to the success of research, the task of the researcher is to make the link 
between the data and how this produces a claim to knowledge. I had the challenge of making 
the link between the narrators’ experiences, that were shared in their stories and both how this 
is reflected in existing literature, and what can be learned from those stories. The data analysis 
process was informed by the research questions, the conceptual framework, and the ontological 
position of the research; where the nature of reality is found through the human lived 
experience. Erlingsson and Brysiewicz (2017: 93) discuss how analysis of qualitative data can 
be challenging and time consuming, because ‘data based on human experiences are complex, 
multifaceted and often carry meaning on multiple levels.’  A challenge to contend with was 
selecting which story extracts to include in my thesis. The material I had gathered was vast and 
the insights were fascinating. I therefore had to make methodological decisions about which 
stories to select from the data corpus thus the approach required including abbreviated 
renditions.   In the early stages of data collection, I organised the data into specific themes, 
whereby the everyday experiences of primary school were organised under headings based on 
the interview schema. This was unwieldy and highlighted the need for data reduction, thus, a 
dynamic and iterative process was undertaken (outlined on p112). Individual transcripts were 
analysed and consequently themes from across the decades were identified (examples can be 
found in appendix 4). However, in qualitative research, and particularly narrative inquiry, 
because each narrator, has a unique story and unique experience, their viewpoints both 
challenge and corroborate themes and illustrate alternative perspectives (Ranney, Meisel, 
Choo, Garro, Sasson and Morrow Guthrie, 2015) this is key in understanding the data.  
The diversity of data collected across different published research means there is not one simple 





from six pages (Liz) to twenty-three pages (Kevin and David), with the majority at 
approximately ten pages. I therefore sought to (i) organise the data, (ii) understand the data, 
and (iii) theme the data. As argued by Holliday (2016) this is not a linear process. In my 
research it involved taking the data, from all parts of the corpus and arranging it under thematic 
headings, as Holliday (2016) suggests, this reflects the difference between the social reality of 
the raw data, to understanding the data through the interpretation of what it reveals.  As the 
researcher, I thus had to develop a strategy for writing about the data because the raw data 
alone would not represent meaning.  
Wellington (2000) prompts researchers to consider whether categories for analysis are 
brought to the data (a priori) or if they are derived from it (a posteriori). He suggests that 
researchers should acknowledge where themes are pre-established, derived from literature 
and previous research already undertaken in the given field. Because the literature review 
identified prevailing aspects of school, it was evident that there were a priori themes. In 
addition, I had produced a schema, with question prompts based on themes, to facilitate the 
narrators in awakening their stories, as demonstrated in Table 1 (page p90). Establishing the a 
posteriori themes was more complex because these were drawn from the critical analysis and 
interpretation of the data sources. For Ricoeur (1991), the stories that are written or told are 
reconfigured as they are read or as they are heard, this echoes my ontological position, that 
there are multiple truths, and in narrative research there are multiple interpretations. Themes 
arising from the data are thus identified because of the engagement of the researcher with the 
data. This further corroborates Clandinin’s (1990) position, pertaining to intersubjectivity and 
my role as researcher in the reflection and analysis of the data. I therefore established both a 
priori and a posteriori themes. An added complication highlighted by Lorelli, Nowell, Norris 
and White (2017) emphasises how whilst there are a number of examples related to 
conducting qualitative research, there are few discussions in the literature about how to 
conduct a rigorous and relevant thematic analysis. In the initial phase of data analysis, the a 
priori themes established from the literature, schema and narrative interviews were as 
follows:
 

















As the stories were analysed it was evident that there were some themes where detailed 
information was recollected in relation to experiences at primary school, our teachers and the 
lessons we learned for example the content of these themes contained both high quantity and 
detail and were relevant to the policy landscape. There were also themes where less detailed 
information was recollected, for example, when asked about homework for example none of 
the narrators provided significant information in relation to the research questions. I thus 
removed homework as an a priori theme. In a similar vein, visitors, trips and getting to and 
from school were removed as a priori themes, these were also not related to the research 
question relating to the experience of policy. Nevertheless, these stories still remain valid 
data sources and will be referred to in the future for any potential publications deriving from 
the research. Thus, the final a priori themes selected for analysis were: 
 
 Figure 3: Final a priori themes 
The task of the researcher in data analysis is to make the link between the data and how this 
produces a claim to knowledge; in addition there was the challenge of making the link 
between the narrators’ experiences that were shared in their stories and how this was 
interpreted and reflected in existing literature and policy, and utilising this to present what 
can be learned from those stories to inform the education sector today. As discussed in 
chapter three, the human experience is situated in its historical context, but the telling of the 
experience is in the ‘now’.  It is the interview and the analysis of the story that brings 
together the experience and its context and thus, brings meaning to bear. 
According to Gibbs (2007), qualitative coding is a way of indexing or categorising data, in 
my research the co-produced stories, these were analysed to establish a framework of 
categories to frame the stories of experience. I applied a model of analysis, similar to that 
developed by Green, Willis, Hughes, Small, Welch, Gibbs and Daly (2007), although 
developed for the field of health research, it is a useful model for understanding the role of 
data analysis in generating sound evidence through the qualitative research approach and acts 
as a process for data reduction.  They highlight the importance of being able to draw on an 
understanding of the interview context to bring depth to data immersion and enable 









subsequent interpretation to fully account for the research context beyond interview 
transcripts.  
 
Figure 4: Four steps of data analysis to generate best qualitative evidence (Green et al, 2007)  
The process outlined by Green et al (2007) provided a structure from which to approach 
analysis. Akin to this approach, I familiarised myself with the stories a number of times 
following the narrative interviews.  I read and re-read the transcripts and produced a descriptive 
response to each of the narrators’ stories, to understand the context of the time and the detail 
they were sharing. This helped me to get closer to the data sources following the narrative 
interviews and immerse myself in the narrators’ educational experiences. I adopted a similar 
structured approach but applied thematic analysis. According to Braun and Clarke (2006), 
thematic analysis is not tied to epistemological or theoretical perspectives and is therefore a 
flexible method for analysing narratives.  
4.8.1 Data analysis in five steps  
The analysis of the stories could not be done independently from the social and political context 
and consistent with my conceptual framework, and Mills’ (1959) notion that biography, history 
and society converge to gain an understanding of human experience thus my solution was to 
analyse the stories in relation to research, policy and literature to establish meaning and thus 
the concluding themes were drawn out from the discussion in chapter five. Having immersed 
myself in the narrators’ stories of experience, theoretically relevant data began to emerge, 
which as Plummer (1983: 126) explains should produce theories out of the data rather than 
from ‘ad hoc prior conceptualisations’.  The analysis was therefore undertaken in the following 
stages, an adaptation of the processes set out by Green et al (2007) and Lorelli et al (2017):  



































Step one: Immersion/Familiarisation with the data, this involved reading and rereading the 
data to be immersed in its content, writing a descriptive response to each of the stories.  
 
Step two: Selecting and confirming a priori themes based on the quantity and detail to 
provide a framework for the stories; Removing themes connected to the initiation phase of 
the interviews and those that were irrelevant to the research questions e.g. on our way to 
school and home again.  
 
Step three: Analysing individual transcripts for themes. 
 
Step four: Horizontal analysis across the decades to identify common sub-themes.  
 
Step five: Drawing out concluding themes (a posteriori) through critical analysis, weaving 
together the narrative and contextualising the analysis in relation to literature, policy, and 
research.  
According to Green et al (2007), analytic categories are ‘saturated’ when there is sufficient 
information for the experience to be seen as coherent and explicable, for example, in showing 
that a group of research participants remember specific information because of shared life 
experiences. The use of thick descriptions, verisimilitude of the stories and the triangulation 
of the data to the literature demonstrated this during the analysis phase, because each narrator 
has a unique story and unique experiences, their viewpoints both challenge and corroborate 
themes and illustrate alternative perspectives (Ranney, et al, 2015) this is key to 
understanding the data. Whilst the narrators’ stories revealed common experiences, each 
narrative is unique.  The identification of common themes is applied with prudence, hence, 
the themes identified represent a broad, overarching analysis of experiences, defined through 
the narrators’ stories to form the collected memory; thus, the individual stories remain the 
main unit of analysis.  
4.9 Co-creating the stories 
The voice of the narrator was crucial in the story, and the representation of each narrator in 
chapter five formed a key part of selecting extracts from the data corpus. The stories are unique 





seeks to draw out the collective approach of people’s experiences. In my study, I relate this 
idea of more than one narrative to Young’s (1990) ideas of the collected, not the collective 
memory, and I apply this collected memory to form the narrative of people’s memories of their 
experiences at primary school over the decades. The collected memory is therefore perhaps 
more useful in the context of my research as I have collected the memories from twenty-four 
people over six decades to provide a social and political understanding of how education has 
changed over time. As the researcher, I was instrumental in firstly awakening and then co-
creating the stories. Atkinson states that: 
In a life story interview, the interviewee is a storyteller, the narrator of the 
story being told, whereas the interviewer is a guide, or director in this 
process. The two together are collaborators, composing, constructing a 
story, the teller can be pleased with. 
Atkinson (1998: 9) 
The analysis I undertook sought out themes in the stories, in relation to the era and then the 
interpretation of these in the frame of educational, societal and political contexts.   
4.10 Chapter summary   
This chapter has presented discussion on the research position underpinning the study, 
explaining and justifying research choices, methods and approaches in relation to research 
literature. Narrative inquiry as a method is critiqued, providing a discussion of the advantages 
and challenges experienced, underpinned by the epistemological and ontological position of 
the research design. As reliability and validity are key research instruments to ‘quality control’ 
a study, these were critiqued to ensure the methods of achieving valid research was consistent 
with narrative inquiry. Therefore, the concept of trustworthiness was explored to outline steps 
taken to produce valid research outcomes. An important feature of narrative inquiry is the 
notion of verisimilitude because narrative inquiry pays tribute to human subjectivity, achieving 
trustworthiness through the verisimilitude of the stories is more relevant to a narrative research 
inquiry. Ethical considerations were explored and the difficulties and dilemmas of ensuring 
ethical research was discussed. As previously discussed, the co-created stories form the data 
sources in this research, these form the artefacts for analysis. The next chapter therefore 











Chapter Five: Analysis and Interpretation 
5.1 Introduction 
In this chapter, I combine primary data from the interviews, and data from the existing literature 
to examine the four themes of experience as identified in the previous chapter: Our Teachers; 
The Lessons We Learned; The Books We Read; and The Games We Played. Consistent with 
narrative research, I quote from the narrators’ stories to share their experiences in their own 
words. Lieblich and Josselson (1993) argue that narrative analysis requires meaning making; 
asserting that knowing must include the conceptual. In this research, it was important to analyse 
the stories of experience and consider them in relation to policy, literature and existing 
knowledge so that experiences can be conceptualised to ‘create a bridge to other life situations’ 
(Lieblich and Josselson, 1993: xii). To create this bridge, analysis of the stories provided a 
frame from which to make connections across narratives, across time, and across contexts 
(Thomas, 2011), which demonstrate the collected memory and how the narrators experienced 
primary school and educational policy across the decades.  
To serve as a reminder the research questions were: 
RQ 1: How do narrators from different decades discuss their experiences of primary 
school? 
RQ 2: What were the key themes identified from the stories?  
RQ 3: To what extent is the experience of educational policy reflected in the narrators’ 
stories? 
In the following discussions I present the themes of experience in turn: Our Teachers; The 
Lessons We Learned; The Books We Read; and The Games We Played. The analysis, 
interpretation of the stories and initial discussion are included within this chapter, maintaining 
my ontological approach to the research which assumes reality is found through social 
constructions and the plurality of voices. As the nature of narrative research is to investigate 
phenomena, the themes identified in this chapter presented opportunities to interpret the stories, 
by returning to the literature defined in the original scope of this study, but also through further 





Clandinin (1990) warn narrative researchers about the implications of intersubjectivity, which 
pertains to a commitment to the whole narrative without any appropriate reflection or analysis. 
Accordingly, rather than reproduce the complete stories verbatim, I selected extracts, to make 
meaning and sense of the era and the decades in which the narrators attended school, in 
conjunction with the existing literature and legislation.  Story extracts are considered a useful 
device in narrative inquiry (Goodson and Sikes, 2001), providing insight into individuals’ lived 
experiences. 
To ensure each narrator’s voice was located in the research, I selected one extract from each 
narrator (Table 3), chosen to highlight the themes through the decades between 1944 and 2009. 
Additional selected story abstracts highlight specific events, contrasting ideas or recollections 
related to the themes. In the position of researcher, selecting these proved difficult. Thus, for 
the purpose of the thesis, my ethical response was to give narrative space for each voice, whilst 
at the same time portraying the era. In narrative inquiry, Connelly and Clandinin (1990) suggest 
that it is particularly important to ensure all participants have a voice within the research 
relationship, I therefore applied this to the representation of the narrators’ voices in the story 
extracts. In chapter six, the significant findings are discussed arising from the collected 
memories of the narrators, which form a critical and analytical narrative. 
Table 3:  Selected extracts by narrator and decade 
Narrators Our Teachers  The Lessons we 
Learned  
The Games we 
Played 
The Books we 
Read  
1944 to 1954 Jean  
Story extract 1 
Val 
Story extract 7 
David 
Story extract 13 
Fran 
Story extract 19 
1955 to 1965 Kevin and David 
Story extract 2 
Liz 
Story extract 8 
Andy 
Story extract 14 
Peter 
Story extract 20  
1966 to 1976 Rosemary 
Story extract 3 
Tony 
Story extract 9 
Nic 
Story extract 15 
Simon 
Story extract 21 
1977 to 1987 Emily 
Story extract 4 
Jon 
Story extract 10 
Suzanne 
Story extract 16 
Sally 
Story extract 22 
1988 to 1998 Theresa 
Story extract 5 
Amy 
Story extract 11 
Claire 
Story extract 17 
Ryan 
Story extract 23 
1999 to 2009 Nathan 
Story extract 6 
Chloe 
Story extract 12 
Sadie 
Story extract 18 
Katy 







The themes are presented under the four headings:  
• Our Teachers 
• The Lessons we Learned 
• The Games we Played 
• The Books we Read 
As stated in chapter four, the themes of experience provide a frame for the discussion, thus, 
each theme is presented in turn. In addition, selected extracts from the narrators have been 
included to confirm, contrast or illuminate the story extracts. At the end of the chapter, I have 
drawn out the common themes arising from the analysis and interpretation. As demonstrated 
by the conceptual framework (p77) and returning to Mills’ (1959) notion that biography, 
history and society converge to gain an understanding of human experience, the research 
questions and their responses are therefore interrelated.  
5.2 Theme One: Our Teachers - Story extracts and discussion 
I remember him always having a smile on his face even when he  
used corporal punishment. 
Andy (Decade 1955 to 1965)  
Following the Education Act (1944), schools served a social function as the country was 
rebuilding after the war (Jones, 2016). Classrooms were often crowded, and teachers used 
corporal punishment to keep order. The story extracts demonstrate the changing nature of the 
role of the teacher and how teachers were remembered by the narrators.  
Story extract 1 
A lot more men then, than there are now.  Erm, the headmaster was male. They were 
very remote, they were the teacher, they were treated with respect and we were just the 
children that they taught, as I say, they were very highly respected. There was one 
teacher er I really didn't like, Mrs Broom. I must have done something wrong 
somewhere along the line. Because, what it's sixty odd years ago so I mustn’t have liked 
her very much to still remember. Erm, I think they probably just thought that we were 
ordinary run of the mill kids, that did what they were asked to do, didn’t cause them a 
great deal of trouble. You know, there was no more involvement apart from the fact 
that they taught us and then they went away that was it you know. 





Jean’s extract demonstrates the pupil-teacher relationship and how she remembered a gendered 
workforce, relating to the number of male teachers in her school. She provides insight into how 
children were expected to behave; she additionally expresses the expectation of the pupil-
teacher relationship. Teachers were remote in terms of the pupil-teacher relationship as well as 
in their practice. Teachers were scarce in the 1940s due to the war, and with the increased 
numbers of pupils in school, teachers may have received elevated status (Halsey, Heath and 
Ridge, 1980). According to Harnett and Lee (2003), when Jean attended school there were 
approximately twice as many women teachers as there were men, in primary and secondary 
school. At the beginning of 1947, there were 61,250 men and 126, 250 women (Harnett and 
Lee, 2003). By 1958 there was a larger comparable increase with 77,000 men and 132,000 
women teachers, according to Harnett and Lee (2003) this discrepancy in the male/female ratio 
was not a concern to government.  However, the role of the teacher in the primary school has 
predominantly been cast as a role for women (Skelton, 2002). Further to this, Skelton states 
that ‘the only men who could be seen to be teaching were those who had been educated in 
public schools and who then taught in those same schools (2002: 77).  Despite this, Jean recalls 
more male than female teachers when she attended primary school.  
Jean’s description of teachers contrasts with Val’s story, her experience of the pupil-teacher 
relationship demonstrates how the teacher fostered a caring, nurturing approach with the 
children: 
I can remember lunchtimes because when it was getting near lunchtime, Miss Candy 
the teacher would get a little gas ring out to boil a kettle for her tea at lunchtime and 
of course we all took sandwiches. So she used to boil herself a kettle, and some of us, I 
used to take a little piece of paper with cocoa and sugar in and she used to boil the 
water and make a drink you know if the children wanted a drink. They took what they 
wanted to drink, and she’d make them for them. And I can remember that, I could 
remember the smell vividly when she lit this gas ring you know to boil the kettle. 
Val (state-church school) 1944-1954 
Val’s story, suggests, like the findings of Uitto (2011), the moment in time which affirms the 
pupil-teacher relationship. This memory demonstrates Bruner’s (1991) concept of particularity, 
a detailed recollection, including the smell of the gas ring. Val confirmed she could still 
remember the smell during the interview. Val’s story is illustrative of a kind and caring pupil-





school, where children were well-known by staff and lived within the community. The size of 
school and rural context may have created a specific approach to schooling familiar in village 
schools. Marsh (1970) emphasised the use of family rituals in the school setting as an important 
feature in the primary school, highlighting the village school as an example of family grouping. 
This would present opportunities for children of mixed ages to work together, supporting their 
language development and interpersonal learning. Termed as ‘multi-grade’ teaching, Mulryan-
Kyne (2005), states how bringing children together from different ages into one grouping was 
and remains common practice in rural schools due to the numbers of children typically in each 
grade.  
Primary schools operate a range of models, including single-grade and composite multi-age 
classes, but for schools such as that attended by Val, because of the small number of children 
in the school, single-age classes made this impossible. Prior to the National Curriculum, the 
experience of family grouping was more likely because teachers had greater autonomy over 
curriculum matters and the curriculum was not prescribed by age bands. In the days since the 
National Curriculum, children are taught specific content, at specific stages in order to meet 
the expectations of SATs. In the rural school, Mulryan-Kyne (2005) highlights how multi-
grade teaching is often the only viable model due to the numbers of teachers in small schools. 
Thus, the structure of multi-grade classes addressed the limited space and budget. Val describes 
the school as she remembered it depicting the multi-grade approach in her rural school setting: 
There was only one room in each school, one big room in each. And I can remember in 
the juniors, and I think in the infants, I think the juniors were the same, that they were 
sort of split into two. So that although it was one room, presumably it was split between 
the younger ones and the older ones, but everybody just sat at tables, long tables. And 
we’d got one teacher, so she would, I imagine I can’t remember exactly but I imagine 
she would set one lot going with the work and move to the other lot and set them going 
but, there was teacher, one room and two blocks of children. 
Val (state-church school) 1944-1954 
During the recruitment process, Val and I agreed that I would visit her at home to undertake 
the interview. Early on, as Val began to talk about her school experiences, she shared a school 
photograph, this further prompted discussion and self-reflection. As Hardt (2017) states, 
agency requires a sense of self, and as previously argued, the research process and my role as 





was moved to seek out the picture, thus as she discussed the organisation of her school, I too 
had the photograph as a reference point, which further consolidated my understanding of her 
experience at school. Val pointed to her younger self in the picture, it was important to her that 
I recognised the child she was as she recalled the stories. This demonstrates the concept of 
awakening and the agentic nature of the narrative interview in awakening a story. Val 
commented that she felt a lot of attention was given to individuals due to having only 25-30 
children on the school roll, the photograph shows the entire school pupil population (p126). 
Teaching younger children was regarded by national and local government as appropriate work 
for women (Skelton, 2002). Val’s story exemplifies the caring role that was assigned to women, 
which often meant they were perceived as and expected to be ‘motherly’ (and therefore better 
suited to teaching younger children). This is confirmed by the literature and discussions at 
governmental level, Tomlinson (1949) for example, discussed the need for women to teach 
younger children due to the rising birth rate (see p39). 
The emergency training scheme (Ministry of Education, 1944b) was set up to meet the supply 
and demand for teachers. By 1947, it was evident that more men than predicted had returned 
after the war, and that more women were needed in schools, principally to teach younger 
children, recruitment for male teachers ceased and more women were recruited to the 
profession (Harnett and Lee, 2003). The stories of the gendered workforce experienced by the 
narrators demonstrate that those attending school latterly, remember a more female workforce. 
I argued previously that the feminisation of the primary school was perpetuated by government 
constructions of the workforce. The Handbook of Primary Education (1959) further 
perpetuated and evidenced this casting of women in the teaching of younger children, the use 
of the female pronoun is used throughout the handbook when referring to the infant school and 
the teaching therein.  
The narrators’ stories highlight both male and female teachers in their schools, until Suzanne’s 
story (p127) which demonstrates her experience of solely being taught by female teachers. 
Latterly, the narrators reference men teachers too. Although the narrators mentioned men and 






Artefact one: Val’s school photograph2  
  
 





Despite the increased educational and employment opportunities for women from 1944, the 
place and role of women in the 1950s was still seen to be in the home (Spencer, 2005). With a 
teacher recruitment shortage and more women needed to teach the earlier phases of education, 
the legislative changes of the 1944 Education Act (section 24:3) removed the marriage bars 
previously put in place up to that time. In 1947, a campaign was devised to attract more women 
into teaching (Harnett and Lee, 2003). It is possible that there were few women in Jean’s school 
because of such factors. It was following this period that the profession experienced a rise in 
the number of female teachers. In 1949, discussions in parliament centred on the shortage of 
female teachers. Because of a rising birth rate post-war infant schools would be the first feel 
the impact, Tomlinson (1949) raised concern for the lack of female teachers needed to teach 
the young children, and stated clearly that male teachers should not teach this age phase (see 
p38). The construction of the feminisation of primary schools was promulgated by such 
statements.  
In contrast to Jean’s story, Suzanne’s story thirty years on, reflects how she remembered a 
female populated workforce: 
I didn’t have any male teachers, there was one male teacher in the entire school but 
because they did that split class, I never ended up with him and only latterly did we 
have a male Head Teacher.  
Suzanne, state school (Decade 1977-1987) 
There has been much discourse over the last 20 years on the ‘feminisation’ of the primary 
school (Skelton, 2002; McDowell, 2019), this can and is often confused with increased 
numbers of female teachers. The discourse of the feminisation of primary schools is, according 
to Skelton (2012:1), damaging and detrimental to female teachers as it presents a school system 
which is ‘deficient and defective’. The feminisation of primary schools creates a different 
tension, Plowden’s approach in 1967 was arguably an attempt to feminise the primary school, 
through child-centred approaches to classroom practice. Vehemently rejected at the time by 
male traditionalists such as Peters (1969) and Dearden (1968) and eventually by the 
government.  The gendered nature of education is arguably still male dominated in terms of 
policy, governance and leadership. Whilst there are more females in primary schools, teachers 
enact the policies that are imposed by government. Between 1944 and 2009, there were twenty-





women. Male primary schools teachers are promoted to headship more quickly than their 
female counterparts (DfE, 2018) and according to figures from the DfE (2018) a man has a one 
in six chance of achieving headship whereas as woman has a one in sixteen chance of achieving 
the same status. Whilst males do not dominate the primary workforce in numbers, it can 
therefore be argued that it is still a male dominated workforce. I argued earlier that the 
feminisation of the primary school has been perpetuated through governmental construction of 
this discourse, as evidenced by Tomlinson (1949) and the DES (1959). In the ‘Primary 
Education’ publication, the DES wrote about the different stages of education. In this 
publication, they refer to the work of the primary school teacher and in this example, the 
transition from pre-school to primary school and how: 
The teacher who receives him can prevent this. She* not only studies 
carefully any records or other information which the infant school sends 
her… 
DES (1959: 59) 
The use of ‘she’ not only evidences the number of female teachers working in primary and pre-
school education, but further scaffolds the political construction of the feminisation of primary 
schools, the acknowledgment of this fact is stated clearly by the DES. The asterisk follows up 
with a note which states: 
About 25% of the teachers in primary schools are men and 75% women; 
women teach infants and usually the younger juniors, as well as some of the 
older ones. When the feminine pronoun is used here or the masculine 
pronoun later, what is said applies equally to the other sex. 
DES (1959: 59) 
However, in their discussion of schools and teaching some ten years later, when Plowden laid 
out educational strategy for the primary school, both Dearden (1968) and Peters (1969) refer 
to teachers by the use of ‘he’ in their rejection and repugnance of her ideas. Then ten years later 
in 1980, the use of the female pronoun is used in Galton et al’s (1980) research where they 
made systematic observations of primary school classrooms. The nature of the gendered 
workforce, in terms of the numbers of female teachers in primary schools is reflected in these 





During the years that Suzanne was at primary school, which coincides with Galton et al’s 
(1980) research of primary school classrooms, women represented a higher percentage of the 
workforce, with an average of 78% of female primary school teachers. According to data from 
the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO, 2019, in The 
World Bank Data), in 1971, 77.3% of the primary school workforce in the United Kingdom 
were female, by 1985 this had risen to 79.09% and to 80.99% by 1999. Ten years later, this 
figure was 80.76%, rising again to 86.98% in 2013, and by 2016 the percentage of female 
primary school teachers was reported as 84.67%. The use of ‘she’ in their writing reflects the 
nature of the classrooms observed by Galton et al (1980), and again supports the construct of 
the feminisation of the primary school. 
When asked about their teachers, Kevin and David remembered male and female teachers; the 
female teacher they remember was the headteacher’s wife. Kevin and David’s story extract 
exemplifies their experience of their teachers. Teacher professionalism is identified across the 
decades, this story extract demonstrates how teachers were remembered, how they behaved 
and how they controlled the classroom.  
Story extract 2 
Kevin: Well they just frightened me to death. They were big, really big. And they weren’t 
really the friendly type, were they?  
 
David: Nope.  
 
Kevin: Can’t remember them being really friendly with anybody.  
 
David: No, weren’t approachable.  
 
Kevin: They were like hierarchy you know; you did something wrong and they’d send 
you to them. And you got whatever you got. Mr Despotic would do the odd lesson, 
wouldn’t he, he taught music at Christmas time, and carol singing and stuff like 
that. Yeah and she [his wife, Mrs Despotic] used to do like the secretary’s job and stuff 
like that. Yeah like the clerical side of it.  
 
David: But she taught too. Remember Mr Band? Taught music. And Mr Swish with his 
big ruby ring.   
 
Kevin: Yeah, Swish. He was immaculate, that bloke. Preened, immaculate. Starched 
collar, starched coat with the gold pins in the collar. He must’ve been in his fifties. 






David: Yeah, at least fifty.  Perfectly immaculate. Mrs Despotic used to send you down 
to the shops for her fags. You were basically her lackey.  
 
Kevin: Yes, she did, that's right. I think the teachers liked us, they were basically just 
doing their job. I mean I can’t remember any animosity from any of them. They didn’t 
pick on people for no reason, if you’d done something wrong fair enough, Mr Clout 
would give you a slap and that’d be it and it didn’t carry on. Then it would be right as 
rain again wouldn't he, it was your fault so... 
 
David: You weren’t allowed to talk.  
 
Kevin: No. No, not loud anyway. I suppose at that time, you could still get the slipper 
and that.   
 
David: The cane, the slipper.  
 
Kevin: Yeah. He had a really thin one.   
Kevin and David (state school) 1955-1965  
Kevin and David’s story provides an insight into how they remember the discipline teachers 
established in their classrooms. They were frightened of their teachers, this story of experience, 
demonstrates how the narrators remembered being sent out of school to undertake errands for 
the teacher. They also share recollections of corporal punishment, consistent with many of the 
narrators from the decades 1944 to 1987. Kevin and David’s story shows how they experienced 
a traditional approach to classroom management, of control and fear which confirms 
Hargreaves (2000) research into the traditional methods adopted in schools to maintain a 
powerful position as the teacher.  
The story also reveals the ways they remembered their teachers, both Kevin and David 
remembered detailed features, demonstrating the concept of particularity (Bruner, 1991), for 
example, the thin cane and the role of the head teacher’s wife, and not only features relating to 
teacher personality but also their personal style. 
The narrators also provide insight into erratic teacher behaviour and their personalities such as 
that remembered by Emily’s experience in the extract below.  
Story extract 4 
That would depend on the teacher. I remember my Y6 teacher hitting one of the kids in 
our class and being very short tempered, apparently, he had a breakdown not long after 





and teachers who were meant to do the job. I also think that they got away with things 
that they would not now. One teacher caught a girl chewing gum and so gave her a pair 
of scissors and got her to scrape gum off the sole of his shoes. My favourite teacher at 
junior school was Ms Zealous, she was young, enthusiastic and I have fond memories 
of things I did in her class. She was kind and fun. Least favourite was Mrs Loathsome 
she was bat shit crazy. Brushed her teeth in the middle of lessons, ate ‘Crunchies’ while 
we all did silent reading, had a heater facing her desk and the classroom was bloody 
freezing in the winter.   
Emily (state school) 1977-1987 
Bruner (1991:11) referred to ‘canonicity and breach’, the idea of breaching the canon relates 
to the idea that narratives require an ‘implicit canonical script’ (Bruner, 1991: 11). It is this 
deviation from the norm, which makes some teachers more memorable and therefore the stories 
are retained and as Bruner (1991) described makes them worthy of telling. In their stories, the 
narrators remembered teachers who reflect the notion of canon and breach, the teachers they 
remembered had broken away from the recognisable, archetypal teacher. Emily’s experience 
of the teachers she remembered caused her to reflect on their suitability to teach. As a teacher 
herself now, Emily recognises the vocational aspects of teaching and reflects on the behaviours 
of teachers in the past and compares this to her knowledge of teachers today. Like Kevin and 
David, Emily too remembers the features of teachers’ personalities. Emily explained how 
teachers who humiliated her and her peers, made her feel anxious. The ORACLE research 
(Galton et al, 1980) undertaken in classrooms between 1975 and 1980 aligns with the period 
Emily attended school. In their research they found that teachers employed different sanctions 
when children were disruptive. These included, sending children out of the classroom, isolating 
children on single desks at the front or back of the classroom, placing the child at the teacher’s 
desk.  
Confirming Emily’s experience is the sanction of smacking, Galton et al (1980) observed that 
of the classrooms they observed, 38% of teachers resorted to smacking children as a 
disciplinary measure. Permissible in schools until August 1987, teachers could use corporal 
punishment as a sanction, demonstrating that although teachers in this decade were likely to 
employ more child-centred teaching methods, they still had power to discipline children in this 
manner. Rosemary’s story extract, like Kevin and David’s (story extract 2) demonstrates the 






Story extract 3 
They were stern. I respected them. I wasn’t terrified of them, but we certainly had 
respect for our teachers, and we didn’t want to get caught. I had strict parents. There 
was no answering back. I certainly wouldn’t have dared to have done that at school. 
There was one teacher, her name was Mrs Goodness, but we called her Mrs Badness 
because she was very, very stern. She would smack you around the back of the head, 
we did as we was told. I don’t remember being scared but really it was you do as I say 
or else. 
Rosemary (state school) 1966-1976  
The narrators in the decades from 1944 to 1987, refer to corporal punishment in their schools. 
Examples of this are prevalent in the stories from Kevin and David (story extract 2), Rosemary 
(story extract 3), Emily (story extract 4). David also remembered corporal punishment at 
school: 
Erm, I got smacked once or twice with the cane, because that was part of the, if we 
did anything wrong.  
David (state school) 1944-1954  
Those attending school up to 1987 often refer to how they were frightened of their teachers. As 
stated previously, corporal punishment was commonplace in schools, children were controlled 
by fear. Fran who attended a private church school, remembered how the nuns used regular 
corporal punishment and reflects on how this fear has stayed with her all her life in the 
following extract.   
I was told off all the time for talking, and I was threatened with the cane and I 
happened to say, ‘I don’t think nuns should use canes on children’, and they told me 
‘Fran, if you say that again I’ve got five canes and I’ll use them all on you’. I did 
suffer the most terrible, awful nightmares where even when I woke up I could not get 
rid of this feeling of fear. And I’m still very anxious and I’m sure it goes back to that. 
Fran (private school) 1944-1954 
Tony who also attended a church school remembered how the nuns used corporal punishment 
in school.  
Well you almost thought that they were just looking for something to get you for, you 
know, dragging you off into the headmistress’s office, who was a nun - and she wouldn’t 
stand there and take any explanations from you at all. She’d just dish out the cane, or 
whatever.  





Andy too, whose quotation is used at the beginning of the theme (p122) remembered 
experiencing corporal punishment. 
A relatively minor misdemeanour was one ruler used on your palm half a dozen times. 
Next stage was to use about four rulers and bend them back and let them whack down 
onto your palm. Then next stage demeanour was hand over, and the edge of the ruler 
hit on your knuckles. 
    Andy (state school) 1955-1965 
Corporal punishment gave teachers the opportunity to exercise their power with items such as 
a slipper, cane or ruler and there were no common rules across schools on which 
misdemeanours would be tantamount to five lashes of the cane for instance; this is evident in 
Andy’s story. The Plowden Report (1967) made recommendations to ban corporal punishment, 
but these were ignored (Burchell, 2018) and was eventually banned in state schools under the 
Education (No2) Act (1986), implemented in August 1987. Independent schools could still 
exercise corporal punishment and was eventually banned in the independent sector in 1999. 
Fran was the only narrator who attended a private school who discussed corporal punishment 
in the interview. This policy change is evidenced in the absence of any experiences of corporal 
punishment being discussed by the narrators after 1987.   
In talking about their teachers, the narrators also referred to their age, this was unexpected, this 
phenomenon was noted across all decades.  It is possible that the narrators remembered the 
oldest and youngest teachers in their schools, these may have been outliers if the other teachers 
in school were of an average age, another potential breach of canon (Bruner, 1991).  
Story extract 5 
The teachers were really, really nice, I always really liked the teachers. Sister Sweet in 
first year was just lovely and I don’t know if I had her in year one and two. But you 
could always feel like you could pull the wool over her eyes because she was so nice. 
And then I remember Miss Wild who looked like she’d been electrocuted, because she 
was so nice but really strange. The only teachers I remember really well were Miss 
Super, because she was younger and the cool teacher and played netball, and then the 
other Sister who I was terrified of until I had her as a teacher. So, we had one cool 
teacher and the others were old but very nice.  





Sikes (1985) discusses how teachers are in an almost unique position working in schools. They 
work with a fixed generation, in which they do not belong age-wise, from whom they are 
progressively moving further away. Younger teachers may therefore be seen as being more 
closely connected to their own generation.   
Both Theresa and Nathan  attended school during the time that The Office for Standards in 
Education (Ofsted) had been introduced (1992) which saw schools subject to greater 
accountability, the inspection regime led to a tightening of control on schools and teachers 
(Alexander, 2008). The role of the teacher was also changing as the primary curriculum was 
expanded, there were greater demands on primary school teachers (Morris and Griggs, 1983). 
As noted in Chapter Two, the increased neoliberal policies impacting on education created a 
culture of performativity. Whilst deregulation was deemed key to education, greater regulation 
was in fact introduced, noted in the form of league tables, parental choice and a prevailing 
standards agenda to continually improve education outcomes and satisfy the tax payer.  The 
regulation of the profession came in the form of the Teacher Training Agency (TTA), later to 
be renamed the Training and Development Agency, (TDA), a funding and policy body, 
established in the 1994 Education Act with the remit to improve the quality of entrance to the 
profession but also to secure the involvement of schools in the training programmes (DfE, 
1994).  
Further to this, more regulation provided revised standards in 2008 (TDA, 2008) not only did 
these prescribe what teachers should know, understand and be able to do, but interrelated areas 
of professional attributes, professional knowledge and understanding and professional skills 
were introduced. The neoliberal persuasion of the Government was reflected in these demands 
to regulate, control and measure the profession. Graduates to the profession could only teach 
if they had evidenced their ability to meet the standards and they were assessed against these 
in order to gain Qualified Teacher Status (QTS).  The neoliberal performativity agenda was 
latterly a firmly, established feature of the primary school. 
Story extract 6 
Mrs Noun, she was my English teacher, I was always a really, really shy kid. Mrs Noun 
was the one who involved me in things the most, who told me to audition for this school 
play that we ran about the Second World War. She was kind of the one who brought me 





couldn’t control us very well. He tried, he had a thing with putting his hand up, and he 
used to say, ‘children my arm is raised’ and used to count to three expecting us to stop 
and we never did. And then he’d just put his hand up again, and it was kind of a game 
that we caught on quite quickly, that we could get him to put his hand up if we did 
certain things. 
Nathan (state school) 1999-2009  
A noticeable difference in both Theresa and Nathan’s extract, with those narrators in the earlier 
decades, is that of the pupil-teacher relationship and classroom control and children recognising 
which teachers were easier to manipulate. Observations by Galton et al (1999), suggested a 
24% increase in distracted behaviour of children in the classroom, partially explained by the 
teacher being frequently engaged in one-to-one instruction with pupils. The ability to manage 
classroom behaviour relates to a range of factors including the characteristics of the teacher, 
which also links to their personality and the relationships they develop with pupils, as well as 
adapting behaviour management techniques based on the curriculum subject (Shelton and 
Brownhill, 2008).  
The changing nature of the pupil-teacher relationship is evidenced in the shift in the symbolism 
of the teacher as the powerful figurehead in the classroom. This is confirmed by the research 
of Galton et al (1999) who noted that the teacher’s position in the classroom was once marked 
by the teachers’ desk raised on a platform, to observe the classroom and placed the teacher in 
a position of power.  By the 1970s, the position of the desk was less prominent and as observed 
by Galton det al (1999) classroom partnerships had developed, teachers and children were seen 
to understand that cooperation and organisation were required for successful classroom 
learning.  
5.3 Theme Two: The Lessons We Learned - Story extracts and discussion 
We had some lessons more regularly than others, for example we  
would do English, maths and science the most…  
Chloe (1999 to 2009) 
The Education Act of 1944 made little reference to the curriculum (Tomlinson 1993), giving 
teachers considerable autonomy and authority in their classrooms. The design and content of 
the curriculum was the duty of head teacher. During the timeframe from 1944 to the 1970s 





Curriculum in 1988, demonstrated significant government intervention of the curriculum 
prescribing to teachers what they should teach. Val’s story extract below demonstrates how the 
curriculum she experienced lacked breadth; the subsequent story extracts highlight the 
broadening of the curriculum through the decades. Val’s story extract begins the theme of 
experience on ‘The Lessons we Learned’. 
Story extract 7 
I only vaguely remember learning to read and write and do sums. We used to write 
them down I can remember that. I can remember the books that we did them in, because 
instead of being lined, what we wrote in, they were squared to put the numbers in and 
you’d got to be very careful to put the right numbers in the right square. One number 
in each square and do it like that. But I don’t really remember the actual teaching of 
it.  I mean, you didn’t do a lot. You didn’t do as much as in the primary schools as you 
do now you know like the science and things like that. I don’t think we ever did anything 
like that. I can remember Christmas; I can remember when we used to make paper 
chains at Christmas to decorate the classroom. I was always quite artistic, so I quite 
liked it when we did anything like that. 
Val (state-church school) 1944-1954 
Val’s recollections suggest that the traditional practice of elementary schools, with a focus on 
the 3Rs, was still prevalent in her school experience as discussed by Barber (1944), it appears 
from her story that the curriculum was narrow and confirms the ideas argued by Jones (2016) 
and Lawton (2006) on the primary school at this time.  Val’s story extract highlights an 
emphasis on the basics, focussing on accuracy of writing the numbers in the squares, a specific 
memory, which is revisited through being able to share her story, and reflects the ways in which 
we can come to understand her experience in school as suggested by Bruner (1986). The very 
specific memory also resonates with Bruner’s (1991) discussion on particularity, it 
demonstrates a uniqueness of context and for those readers with educational experiences, one 
is drawn into Val’s world, one can imagine the child at the desk, carefully placing each number 
in each square.  
As Riessman (1993) emphasises, stories do more than simply reflect the world, it is through 
sharing these stories that we can better understand the world (Frank, 2010). Val compares her 
own experiences to primary education in today’s classrooms, recognising that the children in 
schools now have a broader curriculum, drawing from the experiences of her grandchildren’s 





remembering fondly the seasonal arts and crafts activities she enjoyed. Val invites us into her 
world, and we are provided with a glimpse of the classroom as expressed by Clarke and Van 
der Wege (2015). In contrast, attending school a decade later, Liz’s memory of the lessons she 
learned, presents a different picture of lessons learned in a private school as highlighted in the 
following extract. 
Story extract 8 
Always remember liking history, always my favourite subject at school. Reading and 
English. Singing, I seem to remember we did quite a lot of singing. Little plays and 
dramas, I think the aversion to maths came later. I remember taking up ballet and doing 
elocution and I distinctively remember enjoying those and subsequently did those 
outside of school. I hated sport even as a tiny child which has sort of lived with me 
throughout my entire life, probably having no coordination whatsoever. I think we did 
a little bit of French actually, at kindergarten as well. There was quite a Christian ethos 
with the school so there was certainly a daily act of worship. They just stood at the front 
and talked to the whole class, however many there were, there was twenty of us maybe. 
Twenty-five, I don’t even remember much in the way of interaction unless you were 
asked to answer a question or read a passage. 
Liz (private School) 1955-1965 
The breadth of the curriculum is striking in Liz’s story extract, the curriculum subjects she 
remembers present a contrasting picture to those few subjects Val remembered in the previous 
decade. The lessons Liz experienced suggest a more creative curriculum, perhaps reflective of 
education in private schools, especially her enjoyment of elocution lessons. However, she also 
commented that there was little interaction form the teacher. The private schools during this 
decade were free from reform (Jones, 2016), and just as the grammar schools did, the private 
schools employed the more highly qualified staff  and were more highly resourced (Ozga, 
2000), thus children in private schools during this decade were likely to receive higher quality 
education, with highly qualified teachers, greater resources, and small class sizes. French 
lessons for example, demonstrate how Liz had the advantage of a broader educational 
experience than her state educated peers. The well-resourced nature of the private school is 
evident in Liz’s story, with a breadth and variety of subjects that would have been rare in most 
state primary schools. Ballet and elocution demonstrate Bruner’s (1991) concepts of 
particularity and normativeness, the unique context of lessons of the nature are common in the 





Furthermore, her story demonstrates Bruner’s concept of narrative diachronicity where she 
retells the story ‘left-to-right and top-to-bottom’ (1991:6).  
 
Following the interview Liz sent me examples of her schoolwork and reports that she had kept 
from primary school, two artefacts are included for reference. Artefacts are often used in 
helping people to elicit memories; Bissell, 2009 states how objects hold resonance with people, 
thus they form part of an individual’s identity. We keep things because they are important to 
us and remind us of our histories. For Liz this was evident, she had several different diaries 
from school and all her school reports. These artefacts demonstrate Liz’s connection to her 
past, to her childhood identity and to her memories of primary school.  The diary was tied 
together with ribbon and was well looked after demonstrating its importance to Liz. Awakening 
the stories of school prompted her to seek out the artefacts she had kept.  
 
Many of the narrators remembered signing at school, either in assembly, in class or as Andy 
remembers from radio broadcasts.  
I can remember doing things like singing, you know the big speaker would come out 
and you’d sing things like ‘Dirty British coaster with something like a smoked stack’, 
things like that, altogether to the radio.  
    Andy (state school) 1955-1965 
 
Every Monday morning at 11.00am schools across the country would tune into the radio for 
‘Singing Together’. Andy remembers the ‘Dirty British Coaster’ of the John Masefield poem, 
‘Cargoes’. Singing together was introduced as a response to practical teaching during the war. 
With children scattered across the country, evacuated from their homes, tuning into the radio 
together gave them the opportunity to sing songs together (Evans, 2014: online). Singing 
Together was broadcast on the radio until 2004, sixty-five years of songs and singing. Singing 
was a feature remembered by narrators across the decades and confirms how the concept of the 
school hall has changed little over time (Waters, 2013). Corroborating Alexander’s observation 
(2008) that the school hall provides a space for the rituals of school life, bringing children 





















Tony shares insights that are not dissimilar to those of Val’s, even though he attended school 
some twenty years later. Like Val, Tony recalls English and mathematics as key components 
of the curriculum, the breadth of the curriculum as experienced by Liz is not noted in Tony’s 
story, and like Val the emphasis on the 3Rs is dominant in his recollections.  
Story extract 9 
Yeah, I liked lessons, I can remember doing maths of course, but they used to refer to 
it as sums. And English of course, but it was primarily handwriting and so on, from 
what I can remember anyway. We didn’t do anything in the way of sciences until we 
got to secondary school, we used to do like a craft lesson. We used to have a music 
lesson, where we all used to go in and we had this teacher called Mr Lennon, who used 
to bring his guitar in, and we used to have a singsong in his class. And although he 
sounds great, he was one of the teachers who was a bit, sharp and over the top, I 
think. Yeah, he liked to dish the cane out quite a lot.  
Tony (state-church school) 1966-1976 
The experiences that Tony shares confirms and reflects the papers produced by the DES in the 
1970s and it is possible that his experience is reflected in the concerns that were raised about 
science as a neglected subject (Tomlinson, 1993). Tony attended school during the era where 
child-centred methods were deemed dominant, he attended a church school and was taught by 
nuns, so it is possible that he may have experienced a more traditional approach to education, 
akin to those approaches discussed previously (Hargreaves, 2000). These were carefully 
orchestrated classrooms where a hands-up, homogenised, approach led to orderly classrooms 
rather than the discovery approach to learning as proposed by Plowden (1967). They were, and 
still remain, popular schools because they were serious about academic outcomes and moral 
development (Grace, 2004). Tony shares memories of a teacher who came to school with his 
guitar. For Tony, who was mainly educated by nuns, his memories of this lay teacher reflect 
the concept of breaching the canon (Bruner, 1991) although his memory was that this teacher 
also used corporal punishment, just as the nuns did.  
I have also drawn here from Rosemary’s story, she provides a compelling narrative of the 
inequalities of selection, and how this impacted on her, confirming the findings from the 
literature review that children from working class backgrounds were disadvantaged and their 
potential often overlooked because of streaming based on ability (Jones, 2016). Rosemary’s 





her time at primary school but also on her future aspirations. This reflects and confirms the 
findings of Turunen (2012), who found that memories of starting school reveal content which 
is related to success, achievement and relationships in later life. The memory Rosemary holds 
of not being selected for the eleven-plus examination, correlates to her aspirations and 
disappointment of not being able to pursue a career as a teacher. I argued earlier that it is 
important to examine education through a lens of experience because the formal education 
system determines many of the opportunities that become available later in life, this emerges 
from Rosemary’s story: 
I think it was mainly English or maths. I don’t think we even did anything science based. 
We did a lot of standing at the front, times tables. And that terrified me. I think because 
it was in front of everybody and you’d got to do it NOW, do it now, come on come on, 
are you thick or what? We were called stupid and thick all day. I remember that.  And 
yet I love maths but at school, I’d have to go to remedial maths, and I wasn’t good 
enough. And I think I must’ve been about ten, they were preparing us for the eleven-
plus, but we didn’t know what that was all about. There were actually two classes you 
could go into, so I think one class was called the ‘hard workers class’, and then the 
other class was the one we went into. I never really understood why I wasn’t with my 
friend in the other class, where they were doing all the hard work. But I don’t think we 
appreciated that they were going to be the grammar school kids, and we were going to 
be secondary school. I remember the head teacher, coming in to talk to us, we must 
have been aware that we’d taken the eleven-plus, but I can’t quite remember some of 
that. Because we were waiting for results, and it was ‘ooo we’re going to find out if 
we’ve passed the eleven-plus’. She [the headteacher] came into the room, and she said, 
I can still remember vividly, ‘well of course you all know the children that are in this 
class never do pass their eleven-plus’. I remember us all sighing, and I thought, well 
no we didn’t know that. But we weren’t taught, I suppose, the curriculum that would 
enable us to pass that, we just had a go and went in, and did what we could.  I suppose 
years later, through my own studies, I realised I suppose that I wasn’t in the hard-
workers class, although I was hard working, I recognised that I was being prepared for 
secondary school. Factory, home, you know, but when I did eventually leave school, I 
actually went and worked in an office, but I actually wanted to teach but I wasn’t at the 
right kind of school to be able to do that.  
Rosemary (state school) 1966-1976 
Rosemary describes her class as the remedial maths class, differentiation by ability was 
dominant during this period due to the eleven-plus. This reflects the ideas shared by Jackson 
(1961) that selection at age eleven often led to pre-selection. Rosemary’s story confirms how 
selection for the eleven-plus impacted negatively on her, endorsing the findings of Skipper and 
Douglas (2016), but more importantly reflecting the injustice she felt of not being able to 





It was as though that decision had already been made, and I suppose with my academic 
head on, I’m thinking hang on a minute! Right, where are my rights! But you wouldn’t 
have known as a child to say ‘’excuse me but I want to go in that class please, because 
I want to go and do… teach”. 
Rosemary 1966-1976 
Rosemary’s experience confirms Jackson’s (1961) unease with the selection method and the 
practice of ‘preselection’ where the future of many children was decided before the age of 
sitting the examination.  
Fran too remembered the eleven-plus examination. She recalls being coached; she was also 
aware that this was not the case for all children which confirms the inequalities experienced by 
children in primary schools as discussed by Ozga (2000) due to the selective nature of the 
tripartite system. Fran’s story also demonstrates Bruner’s (1991) narrative diachronicity as she 
discusses being coached: 
There was what they called the community room, which was the nun’s community room, 
which we weren’t allowed in, except when they were coaching us for the eleven-plus, it 
was all the big build up to the eleven-plus. I think looking back on it some of us must 
have been selected to be coached. I don’t know what happened to my sister because I 
mean she was really clever and became a matron, yet she didn’t pass.  
Fran (private school) 1944-1954 
Fran’s story further confirms the ideas raised by Skipper and Douglas (2016) who argued that 
tests which lead to selection for educational places suggest that intelligence is fixed. Fran was 
puzzled at how her sister could have failed, reflecting on her intelligence and also her status in 
later life. The findings of Turunen (2012), are confirmed in both Rosemary and Fran’s stories, 
how experiences of school and what is remembered, relate to success and achievement in later 
life. Fran’s story reveals her surprise of how her sister failed the eleven-plus. Unlike 
Rosemary’s experience, Fran’s recollections confirm her sister’s intelligence and how failing 
the eleven-plus did not prevent her from securing a good job.  
For Kevin and David, they experienced policy changes when they sat their eleven-plus 
examination because the policy of the comprehensive secondary school system had been 
enacted: 





Kevin: Didn’t mean anything because we were being changed to comprehensive 
anyway.  
David: I think I passed. I think most of us passed.  
Kevin: Yeah definitely. But then after you got your thing, they said it didn’t really matter 
anyway because you were going to a comprehensive. 
Kevin and David (state school) 1955-1965 
The experience of this policy implementation, approved and implemented by means of circular 
10/65, encouraged LEAs to reorganise schools based on the comprehensive system, rather than 
through legislation (McCulloch, 2002). This experience demonstrates how Kevin and David 
felt they were expected to sit examinations that would not hold meaning for them in the future. 
The local grammar school in their town had converted to a comprehensive school in 1966, 
when they transitioned to secondary education. Their story demonstrates how they experienced 
the futility of the examination in their educational context.    
Story extract 10 
Our final year teacher was a music teacher, so he tried to get us to do music; I wasn’t 
musical, so I didn’t do a lot with that. Drama was big because of the headmistress. 
Maths and English were big, but in terms of specifics, geography, history, science, 
something like that, more covered them in projects rather than specific lessons, as it 
were. We did about the fens, we did - Alderley Edge. The area round there. I remember 
we did do projects on certain subject areas. But I can’t remember specifically to be 
honest.  
Jon (state school) 1977-1987 
The lessons Jon remembered reflects how teachers were able to establish their passion and 
talents in the classroom.  It was during this period that the government were beginning to take 
control of education, but there is a sense of the child-centred curriculum prevailing. Marsh 
(1970) described the importance of teachers beginning with the child’s relationship with the 
world; Jon’s recollection of subjects, taught through topics, reflects the nature of the classroom 
advocated by Plowden (1967). For Marsh (1970: 8) these experiences are the starting points 
for children to meet ‘items of knowledge’. This decade preceded the National Curriculum, 
teachers were still in control of what they taught. Whilst there was discontent in relation to the 





was regarded to bring most success to children’s educational progress. Teachers in Jon’s 
school, also as noted in Tony’s story, were able to share their interests and specialist know-
how in a subject because the curriculum did not dictate specific knowledge to be taught.    
Story extract 11  
I remember doing art, I remember doing spelling. I remember doing quite a bit of 
creative writing and poetry. History, probably every term and that was always really 
interesting. Science I remember doing. Maths, I think I’ve mentioned before, I liked 
maths. I remember in year six, I was the person in the class that could say the square 
numbers up to twelve times twelve the quickest.  English. So, for maths and English in 
later years, we went outside of our classroom into different groups, so that was quite 
different, I suppose, and exciting at the time.  I think they were sets, I think they were 
sets. And I think I was in top set.  And I remember, things like that made it seem more 
about memory, which I guess is another part of gearing up for a test. I remember 
looking at perhaps more challenging concepts than we had done previously.  
    Amy (state school) 1988-1998 
As the curriculum was gradually rolled out from 1989, statutory assessments were introduced 
between 1991 and 1995, with those in Key Stage 1 first, followed by Key Stages 2 and 3 
respectively as each cohort completed a full key stage (Hutchison and Schagen, 1994). Amy 
started school in 1992 and would have first been tested in May 1998, as that was the completion 
of her first full key stage. KS2 SATS in 1998 comprised English, Maths and Science. Waters 
(2013) highlights how over three hours were dedicated to testing English, including, writing, 
spelling and reading, over two hours of maths including mental arithmetic and just over 90 
minutes for the science tests. These tests were spread out over the week on specific days, 
designated by the government (Waters, 2013), replicating the structure of secondary school 
examinations.  Whilst Amy’s story demonstrates a broad curriculum, testing and preparation 
for tests is prevalent leading to differentiation by ability, mirroring experiences of the eleven-
plus. However, what is noticeable here is that Amy’s story reflects a less child-centred 
approach, the experience of education reflects a more structured approach to learning than the 
stories shared by Jon and Tony for example. Amy’s reflections demonstrate that she was aware 
that the tests were an important part of her school experience and again demonstrates how 
neoliberal ideology was pervasive throughout children’s educational experiences.   





Yes, we had a very varied curriculum. We had some lessons more regularly than others, 
for example we would do English, maths and science the most, but then we also studied 
other topics such as history, geography, RE, art, PSCHE and PE. English was my 
favourite subject, and was throughout my school life; in fact, I think that English or 
history would be the other subjects I would have considered for my degree if I hadn’t 
studied law. I used to love creative writing, and also loved art.      
Chloe (state school) 1999-2009     
Amy and Chloe, like those in the previous decade would have been taught in line with the 
National Curriculum requirements and its subjects. They were also at primary school when the 
National Literacy Strategy (September 1997) and National Numeracy Strategy (September 
1999) were introduced.  The aim of the literacy hour was to ensure that by 2002, 80% of 
children would have reached the standard expected for their age (level 4) in the English SATS 
(Department for Education and Employment, 1997). It was a recommended resource, not a 
compulsory one, but because Ofsted were inspecting its implementation, it became a statutory 
expectation in most schools. The Literacy Task Force set a clear expectation that the Ofsted 
inspection framework should be modified and that inspectors should seek out evidence of a 
whole school strategy of implementation (DfEE, 1997). To therefore advocate it as a 
recommended resource was deceiving.  It was designed to be a systematic attempt at a national 
drive to improve standards in literacy and numeracy, firstly in KS1 and KS2, then KS3, KS4 
and Early Years. This highlights the power held by the Government to carve out neoliberal 
ideology and social restructuring based on productivity and narrow views of success.  Chloe 
does not specifically mention literacy hour; her experience demonstrates that her education was 
varied and that whilst English, maths and science dominated the curriculum, she remembers 
many other subjects through her school life. At this time the National Curriculum still laid out 
expectations that all subjects were to be taught in primary schools.  
5.4 Theme Three: The Games We Played - Story extracts and discussion 
I can remember playing ‘Who’s afraid of Mr Wolf’, and playing whip  
and top, do they still do that? 
Fran (1944 to 1954) 
The playground games and memories shared in these recollections show that many of the 
games played at school are retained over time. As noted by Burke and Grosvenor (2001), the 





stories told by the narrators of their experience of playtimes.  A key observation is how 
traditional games prevail over sixty years. Opie and Opie (2001) share in their anthology of 
play, how the key sources of information come from adults’ childhood reminisces. Many of 
these memories fail to be captured in history books, or formal documentation, even though they 
remain significantly in our memories.  
The collected memory in this research gives voice to the remembered (Opie, 2001) and the 
stories demonstrate that the social structures of play have not really changed over time. The 
memories of these games remained with the narrators, many of which are too ordinary to be 
filed in an archive and yet too meaningful to be lost from memory. The stories of games begin 
with David discussing his transport game. 
Story extract 13 
We played all sorts of silly games really. A number of us played a bus service and buses 
game. I don’t know what we did, you would just go along in this group and then turn 
around and come back again and pick passengers up along the way if we could, so you 
sort of shuffled along really. I had sort of a group of friends and every Saturday 
morning we went train spotting. I remember being challenged on the station by some 
other kids, decided, there were three of us there and three kids came up a bit menacing 
at the station and I remember thinking I’m going to stand my ground and the other two 
fled. I could see a train coming and thought I want to see what this train is, the kids 
were getting menacing so I said ‘I’ll give you a penny if you go away’ and I gave them 
a penny and they went. I created a game when I was eleven. I was bored one Sunday 
morning, so I decided to draw all these buses. And then thought what if I put all the 
route numbers from various garages and I’ve got the timetable, I ended up with sort of 
bus version of patience.  
David (state school) 1944-1954 
David remarked that talking about the bus game reminded him that he had kept this game and 
when he returned home, he was going to ‘dig it out’ and see if he could remember how to play 
it. After the interview, David sent photographs of the game he mentioned in his story. A bus 
game, that he has kept since he was eleven, complete with box. This demonstrates the power 
of memory to stand the test of time and for simple, childhood practices to retain a place in 
living memory, confirming how the stories we hold journey with us through life (Webster and 
Mertova, 2007). Earlier (p62), I discussed the concepts of wakefulness (Clandinin and 
Connelly, 1990) and awakening, whereby the two aspects of inquiry and response are 





not end following the narrative interview, David sent a photograph of the artefact to me. He 
later contacted me again to clarify that the blue and yellow buses in his game were imaginary 
‘garden buses’ as opposed to local buses, he also commented that he was proud that his ‘eleven-
year-old self’ had contributed to my thesis.  
Artefact four: David’s bus game 
            
 
 
The research findings of Blatchford, Baines and Pellegrini (2003), on their observations of 
children’s playground games, demonstrated that boys were more likely to be involved in 





of boys engaging in games using their imagination. David’s story confirms that through 
awakening the story, hidden thoughts and artefacts unfold and are revealed. 
As Riessman (2008) and Ingraham (2017) state, narrative research provides insight into the 
experiences of those whose lives and histories go unheard and undocumented, giving them a 
voice and making their experience visible.  In this decade we can see how David had the 
opportunity to explore with his friends, away from adult supervision and having to manage a 
challenging encounter. Guldberg (2009) expresses the need to let children solve conflicts on 
their own; she states it helps them to learn about human nature, how to react and how to learn 
to deal with future such encounters.  
Playing outside of school was identified in the decades leading up to 1988, the narrators in the 
latter decades did not mention play outside of school; although it was not mentioned, it does 
not mean that it did not happen, however their experiences may reflect that which was noted in 
the research of Santer et al (2007). Andy’s stories of play reflect risk taking and outdoor 
activity; his story begins with a game of hopscotch. 
Story extract 14 
Well we did all stuff like hopscotch, in fact, we might have even had a hopscotch court 
painted on the floor, but you know tig and the girls used to always play skipping games. 
Which normally of course the lads didn’t want to join in with the girls skipping, 
especially when they did the thing with the elastic round but you know, getting a lot of 
people skipping together on a big rope you tended to enjoy that. But it was more the 
rumbustious games - we played football, although that was banned after a ball got 
kicked through window, you couldn’t play after that.  
Andy (state school) 1955-1965  
Andy shares stories from his childhood commencing with a stereotypical picture of play, where 
girls play skipping and boys play boisterous games. Although he references boys and girls 
playing separately, it is clear from his story that they also played together. Bruner’s (1991) 
notions of genericness and narrative diachronicity can be noted in Andy’s story, in that the 
story is clearly told from a specific timeframe but without a chronological timeframe. As Andy 
told his stories, narrative accrual (Bruner, 1991) was evident, he needed little prompting or 
encouragement to elicit his stories, and as talked about one game, he remembered another. The 





this open narrative space. The final extract included from Andy’s story is a game I had never 
encountered. I have included it because it relates to research question one, in relation to how 
the narrators from different decades discuss primary schooling but also because it is a 
fascinating story of a game that begins in the playground in a Derbyshire school and ends up 
spanning the globe, the realms of time and leads us back to 1560. 
There was the game ‘Rum-Stick-a-Bum’ which I’ve never heard anybody else play. You 
had two teams, and one team who was on and one team who was jumping. The captain 
of one team would stand against a wall with his legs open and then everybody else stood 
like that with their head between legs of the person in front so it made a caterpillar of 
everybody standing like that (at this point Andy got up to act out the game). Then the 
other team would take a run and you’d leapfrog off the last person and jump as far as 
you possibly could. The whole point of the game was either to get all your team onto 
the backs of everybody else and if you did then you had a go at jumping again. You 
really tried to land as hard as you could because if the lot who were underneath 
collapsed then, no sorry, if you got all your team on, then you swapped round. But if 
you could get them to collapse underneath you then you stayed, and you jumped on 
them again. I mean people would sometimes leapfrog and hit the wall at the far end, 
and sometimes you were standing there with fifteen people on your backs or landing 
hard trying to bounce up and down on top of you. It was a physical game.  
Andy (state school) 1955-1965  
Rum-Stick-a-Bum appears to be a local name for the game. Further research into the game, 
ascertained that it has a range of regional names, for example in Birmingham it is known as 
‘Polly on a Mop-stick’, in London ‘High Johnny Knacker’, and in West Scotland ‘Hunch 
Cuddy Hunch’. It is also known as ‘Johnny Ride a Pony’ (Spadaccini, 2005); it is played as a 
competitive game in the USA, known as Buck-Buck. The game is described in the same way 
that Andy described it, demonstrating verisimilitude of his story. Fascinating that what at first 
seemed to be a somewhat provincial game, is actually played countrywide and worldwide. The 
game is referenced in the work of Hindman (1981) who observes how boys are playing a variant 
of the game depicted in the painting Children’s Games (1560), by Pieter Bruegel the Elder. 
The observance of games still evident in contemporary school playgrounds, demonstrates their 
passage through time, and most importantly, the relevance of playtime, the importance of play 
and the use of imagination in children’s play.  
Unfortunately, it is not in the scope of this thesis to discuss this story further, however it does 
highlight that children played the games they wanted to play, clearly very boisterous games 





play found that children played games which often involved hurting each other, taking risks 
and promoting fights. These games were usually played out of the sight of adults and outdoors. 
Andy stated that teachers were only around if there was a problem, or to ring the bell to bring 
the children into school. The narrators in these earlier decades had the freedom to play more 
physical games, because they were not under the watchful eye of the teachers, confirming 
Guldberg’s (2009) advocacy to let children play. Cocooning, over protecting and over 
supervising children can deny them the opportunity to grow up as confident, capable adults 
(Guldberg, 2009).  Nic’s story, in the following extract, provides a contrasting depiction of 
play and playtime, his is from a private school in rural Derbyshire, but also highlights the 
freedom to play which he remembered as a child.  
Story extract 15 
Oh, loads of stuff, we had scouts which was our big chance to go out and cause mayhem. 
Oh, actually it was cubs, not scouts. Scouts came later. That was great fun because we 
were allowed all the way across the estate into the forestry, build dens and we were 
allowed to take stuff out of the kitchens and do our own cooking and so on. We often 
used to spend all day out there on say Saturday when we had very few lessons. It was 
an interesting environment and the school was in a huge area of woodland, some of it 
National Trust, some of it privately owned, and there was parkland as well which was 
great, rugby pitches along the parkland. So, we did loads of outdoor activities, stuff you 
wouldn’t even contemplate letting kids unattended do nowadays. Shooting air rifles and 
archery, setting fires, and camps and the rest of it. Building things making things, it 
was, it was nice, very rural. I wouldn’t say idyllic because obviously there was still the 
discipline. I don’t think it quite corresponds with the average, you know you go out for 
break with teachers watching you, and that kind of thing. There was a teacher on duty 
somewhere, you might have found him if you had a problem. But in terms of overall 
oversight it was a very casual break time.  
Nic (private school) 1966-1976  
Nic, unprompted, made reference that this sort of play does not conform to the normal 
playtimes that most children would experience, it breaches the canon (Bruner, 1991) and 
demonstrates a level of particularity to the context (1991). As a boarder in the school, he and 
the other boys took advantage of the grounds. Nic notes that although a teacher would be on 
duty, it was casual oversight. The sense of freedom in Nic’s story is striking. Nic’s recollection 
of the games he played at school, for example, shooting air rifles and setting fires, are 
synonymous with the findings of Opie and Opie (1969). In addition, drawing on Peter’s story, 





did not have the same luxury of the vast, open school grounds, there are similarities to Nic’s 
story and to the findings of Opie and Opie (1969). The power of the imagination plays a big 
part in much of the play recalled. There are some recollections of play, which demonstrate the 
stark difference of play in a private school setting, and those at play in the state schools.  
Peter’s story highlights how he and his friends also took risks, out of the watchful eye of the 
teacher, by playing in a forbidden area of the playground, on the air raid shelter, and threw 
apples at the girls. 
Well it was a big open concrete playground, and we played all sorts of stuff. Football, 
chasing and things like that. We would throw apples at the girls over the convent wall. 
There was an orchard at the back of the playground. You went down the playground 
over the air raid shelter, you weren’t supposed to go on the air raid shelter, the orchard 
was there where the apples were growing over and you’d pick the apples up and then 
you’d go down to the other corner and throw them at the girls in the convent over the 
wall. 
Peter (state-church school) 1955-1965 
Opie’s (1993: 12) research highlights that children’s behaviour in play was sometimes ‘savage’ 
and often silly. But she contends that these behaviours are important during events of play 
because children are making their first encounters in the words they use during games and are 
experimenting and risk taking in the physical world (Opie, 1993). Understanding consequences 
and learning from experience can only occur if children are given the opportunity to try things 
out for themselves and develop skills of negotiation, co-operation and competition (Guldberg, 
2009). 
Story extract 16 
We played a lot, we really did just play we were really naïve, super naïve yeah roller-
boots outside of school a lot. Skipping, elastics, elastics, I remember elastics.  We 
played red letter. I’m not sure if I remember the rules of it. It was something to do with, 
you were allowed to, and somebody had their back to you a bit like What’s the Time Mr 
Wolf? But done with letters instead of with time. You had to choose a word and you 
could only move on the letter that they called out if it was in your word. I don’t 
remember. What’s the Time Mr Wolf? British Bulldog, Tag, Kiss Chase. We devised a 
game called Jaws because there were different grids that were safe, and you had to get 
coins to the bronze, silver and gold and we made that up. Boys played football but we 
didn’t have anything painted on the floor it was all imagination. 





Many of the games played by the narrators are traditional games passed down through time 
such as What Time is it Mr Wolf? For example, Fran, whose extract is used in the opening of 
this section on games (p146), refers to the same game played by Suzanne and her friends thirty 
years later.  Suzanne spoke proudly of the games that they played requiring her and her friends 
to use their imaginations. Suzanne depicts a playtime where tag and chase games were popular. 
In his research into the names and origin of chasing games, Roud (2016) explores the names 
given to the common playground game tag: tig, tag, tiggy, tick. Dating back to the seventeenth 
century, the game ‘tick’ was first recorded (Roud, 2016), and as can be seen from the narrators’ 
stories, remains popular through time. Chloe too, the youngest of the narrators, recalled these 
games in her story: 
We played the usual tag, bulldog style games, but I didn’t join in on those so much as I 
was quite timid in those games. 
Chloe (state school) 1999-2009  
Chloe’s story illustrates that these games remained popular in her era. Games such as British 
Bulldog, tag and kiss-chase came about as a result of crowded playgrounds (Roud, 2016). 
These games, often with complex rules (Blatchford, 1998 in Blatchford et al, 2003) as 
explained by Rosen (2016), were invented to be played in densely populated spaces, employing 
skills of agility, speed and weaving to either ‘catch’ a playmate or avoid being caught.  
Many of the narrators remembered ‘Bulldog’ and this was evident across the decades. First 
mentioned by Jon (decade 1977 to 1987), this game seems to bring boys and girls together in 
their play. Jon recalled the game being very physical, where younger children were banged into 
the ground. Amy, like many of the other narrators remembers playing the game of British 
Bulldog.  
At bulldog girls and boys tended to play together but not many other things. So, our 
playground was a big rectangle, but it also had little rectangles in different areas, so 
we would tend to play games in the little areas, whereas the boys would be in the middle 
all over the place. Later on, they re-did the playground and they had like a little seating 
area it was always girls sat in there you know in a little meeting or whatever while the 
boys were just running riot chasing after a football. 





Amy’s story demonstrates how boys dominated playground spaces. According to Ridgers, 
Carter, Stratton and McKenzie (201) girls were rarely allowed to join in football games with 
boys unless they could demonstrate a certain level of competence. Research (Blatchford, 1996 
in Blatchford et al, 2003) further demonstrates that football tends to dominate boys play.  Girls 
are often forced to engage in small group games, verbal games and lighter activity because of 
the restrictions on the use of playground space (Blatchford, 1996 in Blatchford et al, 2003). 
The recollections of Amy and Chloe concur with these findings.  
Fantasy play was common with the narrators. David’s story from 1944 (story extract 13) 
demonstrated how he and his playmates played games related to their hobbies, with the bus 
game they invented. Suzanne fondly remembered playing imaginative games. In the next 
extract, Claire explains how she played a game of imaginary horses.  
Story extract 17  
We used to play horses. We used to get our scarves and wrap them around peoples’ 
shoulders and through, underneath their arms and then we used to run and one person 
used to hold the scarf and the other would run and that’s how we played horses. And 
we also used to get our gabardine macs when it was windy, and we used to stand on 
the wall and put up our macs like they were parachutes and wait to get blown off the 
wall until the school dinner lady came and told us to stop doing it because it’s 
dangerous. At playtime there was just such an atmosphere – it was a real family 
atmosphere school and I don’t particularly remember enjoying lessons that much. But 
you know when we got to go out and we were allowed in the massive gardens and stuff 
like that and play in the orchard, there was a rope swing on one of the trees down by 
the orchard and stuff and we used to play on that and we used to make big piles of 
leaves. 
Claire (Private school) 1988-1998  
Claire attended a private school, where the uniform included a gabardine mac and a scarf. The 
children played games which required them to take risks, and which got them into trouble with 
the dinner ladies, confirming the findings of Opie (1993) and Guldberg (2009) that children 
need opportunities to push the boundaries, try things out and learn for themselves. Claire, like 
Nic, remembers the freedom of playing in the school grounds, the opportunity to play in an 
orchard. The following extract from Sally also demonstrates the space in the school grounds. 
And also on the lawn in the back, outside the head master’s office, I think you were 
allowed to play on it, but it had a very slight slope on it and we used to roll down the 





Sally (private school) 1977-1987 
Those experiencing a private education had more opportunity, freedom and space to play. Often 
away from the watchful eyes of teachers and midday supervisors, their experiences of play 
demonstrate they could often play where and how they wished and without restriction.  
Story extract 18 
Yeah, we played that one, is it called Bull? And you changed the name every time 
because it got banned. It’s like where you’re running from, and you have everyone lined 
up at either end. We called it bulldog, then we called it bull, then we called it go, and 
they must have changed it constantly because they banned each new one. So, we played 
that, I used to play football sometimes because it took up most of the playground, so 
you wanted to use some of the playground. We used to play tic tac toe I think, with the 
netball post and this thing you’d run to. We’d play hide and seek, even though there 
wasn’t really anywhere to hide to be honest. We used to make up these whole games 
where we pretended to be other people. But then other than that, I think we just played 
sports or your typical games you played. 
Sadie (state-church school) 1999-2009  
Sadie’s story represents the ways in which children take much pleasure in renaming games 
believing they are fooling the authorities (Roud, 2016) and continue to play a game that has 
been banned. The following extract from Nathan expresses the same strategies as Sadie 
described: 
We tried to get around it, because we were such genius kids, by renaming British 
bulldog ‘Chinese bulldog’, so we could say ‘we’re not playing British bulldog, we’re 
playing Chinese bulldog, so you can’t get us’. 
Nathan (state school) 1999-2009  
The game has aroused interest in the press over years with reports of serious accidents and in 
one tragic case the death of an eight-year girl accidentally knocked to the ground by participants 
of the game. Although it is not officially banned, over a quarter of 653 school staff surveyed, 
reported it had been banned in their schools (Association of Teachers and Lecturers, 2011). As 
noted in Chapter Two the tensions between the purpose of education, meaningful childhood 
engagement and engagement in learning against the neoliberal political narratives of efficiency, 
excellence and value for money (Hull and Pulsford, 2019). Marsh (1970) emphasises the 
fundamental importance of play, for children to be immersed in imaginative play, learning 





What is seen from the stories is the narrowing and reduction of the opportunities to play, based 
on increased neoliberal policies with the performativity agenda taking precedence over 
children’s development.  
5.5 Theme Four: The Books We Read - Story extracts and discussion 
So, someone in the class told me, if you read it like you’re bored then  
they’ll move you onto the next tag. 
Ryan (1988 to 1998) 
The narrators talked about books they read at school, sharing stories of reading aloud, being 
read and reading schemes.  The experiences of Fran, Peter and Simon (story extracts 19, 20 
and 21) depict educational methods and societal expectations of the time.  
Jean remembered not having many books at home: 
My parents were really quite poor, so there wasn’t any, I’m not even sure [pause] I 
read at home. I did read at home, but I’d a friend who lived over the road and she 
was a bit older than me, she lent me books, but mainly the classics you know, the 
Charles Dickens and Gulliver’s Travels, Huckleberry Fin and that sort of thing.  
Jean (state school) 1944-1954  
Val recalled how reading was one of the ways she passed the time.   
 
One of my grandsons always says to me “Grandma, why do you read so much?” and 
I said “Well, when I was little there was nothing else to do but read” you know, no 
television, and children never really listened to the radio then and you know, no 
electronic games which they can’t understand how you grew up without them. So, 
reading was the main pastime really.  
Val (state school) 1944-1954  
Fran’s story confirms she was taught using the ‘look and say’ method as she discusses how she 
learned to read: 
Story extract 19 
We did do quite a lot of reading. I can remember learning to read with those cards they 
put up, the cat sat on the mat and those kinds of things. I used to read a lot at home and 
go to the Library every Saturday. We were encouraged to read. My mother liked 
reading, my father didn’t, but my mum used to take us to the library every Saturday 
morning. I mean she wasn’t really educated so she couldn’t, she didn’t really know 
what to tell us to read, but she kind of read good rubbish literature if you see what I 





I can remember reading that. You know I just used to read on while everyone else was 
stumbling and I’d just carry on reading. I had to do it in secret because you were 
supposed to be following weren’t you? 
Fran (private school) 1944-1955 
The teaching of reading has changed significantly over the decades. In the 1940s and 1950s 
children were usually taught to read by adopting the ‘look and say’ method, this involved 
teaching children to read words by sight rather by sound (Baker, 1980).  
The 1960s saw a challenge to these methods, the ‘look and say’ method was difficult, it required 
vast amounts of time and effort to memorise the words and according to Baker (1980) children 
were learning that in order to learn to read, a good memory was the basic necessity. Thus, 
teaching children to read by developing their knowledge of phonics became more popular, but 
not without controversy. This is an ongoing debate, just as traditional teaching methods and 
child-centred approaches have clashed over the years, so too have the proponents of phonics-
only and phonics and whole word methods of phonics.   
Peter remembered reading ‘Janet and John’ books. These books were also designed with the 
‘look and say’ method, where words are repeated on a page and throughout the book. 
Story extract 20 
We used to do all that Janet and John stuff. What was the other one, there was another 
one, but I can't remember what the other one was? Yeah but we did all the Janet and 
John stuff. There were occasions when I seem to  
remember the bits where you got your head down on the desk and  
somebody was reading something. Doing something.  
Peter (state-church school) 1955-1965  
Popular in the 1950s and 1960s these books were influential in teaching children to read, with 
key words and irregular words, not conforming to grammar or phonics’ rules. Like the Peter 
and Jane books that were published in the 1970s by Ladybird, these books were graded, and 
children could progress from level to level, when they satisfied their teacher of their reading 
proficiency. These are examples of early reading schemes. Schemes were not featured in the 
stories of narrators in the decade 1944-1954, nor in the decade 1977-1987. In the other decades, 
Peter, Simon, Amy, Ryan, Chloe, Nathan and Sadie all shared stories of books in reading 





and socially for depicting the family in a gender stereotypical, middleclass manner (Lobbon, 
1975).  
As Jackson and Gee (2005), emphasise, women were encouraged to stay at home. In the 1950s 
domesticity and motherhood were portrayed as the ideal, homemaking was deemed befitting 
for women rather than working outside of the home. The Janet and John books depicted 
children in gender stereotypical roles, helping with gender stereotypical tasks. For example, 
Janet helping mother in the kitchen and John helping father in the garage. The rise of feminism 
in the coming decades marked the end of these gender-stereotyping books (Jackson and Gee, 
2005). Although the narrators remembered reading these books, they did not refer to gender 
stereotyping. Although Ryan, whose quotation opened this theme (p156), referenced books in 
relation to male stereotyped activity.  
Story extract 21  
I remember reading Peter and Jane books. There were loads of them. We read a book 
about some kids who collected bomb-damaged stuff. It was really good. It was called… 
hang on, hang on, it was The Machine Gunners yes that’s the one. I liked that because 
it was a wartime book and we were all a bit obsessed with the war. I also really liked it 
because they were doing it all in secret and their parents didn’t know. We read it out 
loud in class. I seem to remember someone would read a bit and then they pass the turn 
to another person and so on. It was a bit painful when someone who struggled with 
reading had to read. I can’t remember if I was any good at reading or not.   
Simon (state school) 1966-1976 
Simon fondly remembered reading The Machine Gunners by Robert Westall published in 1975 
and set during World War Two. His story shares the experience of the enjoyment of reading 
the story, which chronicles the adventures of a group of young teenagers who find a German 
bomber plane crashed in the woods. Parallels can be drawn here, from the narrators’ stories of 
play and Simon’s fond memories of this book. Opie (1993) and Guldberg (2009), discuss the 
importance of independence and adventure in play, Simon relates to this as he discusses the 
secrecy of the risky adventures of the boys and the fact that they ventured without their parents’ 
knowledge. The story presents the nature of society, with the prevalence of gender stereotypes 
and greater male presence in what is assumed a preferred male context. Simon shares the 





Whilst children can find reading aloud stressful, a recent study undertaken by Forrin and 
Macleod (2018) found that the phenomenon of shaping the phonemes and articulating the 
words out loud, can lead to greater memory retention and comprehension.  
Reading aloud was a common memory for many of the narrators.  Kevin and David (decade 
1955 to 1965) tell their story of taking it in turns to reading aloud, shared in the following 
extract: 
Kevin: I remember a teacher would read a book to you. 
David: And then you’d have to read it back –  
Kevin: and you took it in turns.  
David: Yeah that’s right, she’d come round, and you’d read a paragraph.  
Kevin: Yeah, and then you’d pass it on.  
David and Kevin (state school) 1955-1965  
Ironically, Kevin and David took it in turns to talk about taking turns. Their story provides an 
insight into the social context of schools in this era. The teacher would first read, to role model 
good practice, children would then read from the book and then pass it on, suggesting there 
was only copy. Leading up to this decade the Ministry of Education (1959: 61) stated that 
‘teacher’s reading aloud of prose and poetry was indispensable’. Additionally, the Ministry 
(1959) encouraged teachers’ role-modelling good speech and discussed the importance of the 
youngest children observing their teacher reading. Reading aloud was remembered through the 
decades and an experience shared by most of the narrators. Teachers should share their own 
books with children, ‘of a kind that would be bought for children in an educated home’ 
(Ministry of Education, 1959: 149), no suggestion is offered for what these books might be, 
although there is reference to both children’s classics and contemporary books. In addition, 
Kevin and David talked about specific books they remembered. 
Kevin: We didn’t realise how near to the Second World War we were. It was less than 
twenty years ago.  
 
David: There was someone who’d written about Britain, he was a pilot, so I started 
reading the books, and I read everyone. I read everyone he wrote. All Ginger and Algy 
and all his friends. I’ve given the books to my daughter and son, I really loved them. 





David and Kevin (state school) 1955-1965  
This story demonstrates how David reflected on his childhood memories of school and acted 
to share his fond experiences of reading with his children, confirming how the narrators were 
agents of their stories as discussed earlier by Hardt (2017). 
Unlike the theme of play, there is no notable difference identified between the experiences of 
the private and state educated narrators. 
Story extract 22 
I remember having story books read to us. I don’t remember the reading books we took 
home like my children come home with their reading books in their book bags now, I 
don’t remember doing that at home, but I do remember the books that we read in fourth 
year and wanting to read them again, we certainly did Goodnight Mr Tom, that’s a 
book that I really remember enjoying. 
Sally (private school) 1977-1987  
Like other narrators, Sally remembers being read to at school. Sally compares her own 
experience to the experience of her own children, with reading bags and reading books that 
they bring home. The experience of being read to in school was common across the decades.  
Reading aloud to children is shown to have positive effects on building their language ability. 
Research (Dickinson and Smith, 1994; Teale and Martinez, 1996, in van Kleeck, Stahl and 
Bauer, 2003) highlights effective methods for reading aloud have been shown to improve 
children’s storytelling, memory of the story and better understanding of details and facts 
important for comprehension. These methods include interactive opportunities during the story, 
attention to story information before, during and after the story, and analytic talk requiring 
children to reflect on content and language (Dickinson and Smith, 1994; Teale and Martinez, 
1996).  
Story extract 23  
I remember reading books and being stuck on a colour band for ages – which I think 
was the orange tag or something and having to read Buccaneer Pirate books and then 
someone telling me, if you read it like you’re bored then they’ll move you onto the next 
tag which I did and then the teacher obviously picked up that this was the advice 
(laughter), that if they read like they were completely disengaged then it was time they 
could be moved up. They were kind of like a series and they weren’t that interesting, 





book. I think they probably must’ve had 8-10, and I must’ve read about 3 or 4. It 
probably wasn’t that many, but it just felt longer, and then after that you kind of 
unlocked what I think was the brown tag and you could have two days’ worth of books 
and there was a lot more choice and Harry Potter was included, the first two so I read 
them and a few others. 
Ryan (state school) 1988-1998 
Ryan’s experience of the Buccaneer reading scheme, published in 1980, relates to stories about 
a boy on pirate missions. The scope of these books suggests sex-role stereotyping, boys, pirates, 
ships, adventures. Ryan too, refers to the sex-stereotype when he refers to the ‘established 
format of the book … boy goes on a pirate mission in every book’. In her discussion on reading 
schemes Lobbon (1975) suggests they were developed with two purposes in mind. Firstly, to 
teach children to read and secondly, to share with children a picture and understanding of the 
wider world. At the time of her research, she identified seven British reading schemes, 
including Janet and John and the Ladybird scheme read by Peter and Simon. Her concern was 
the depiction of males and females, with findings demonstrating that these schemes from the 
1950s, 1960s and 1970s endorsed the notion that females were inferior to males. A further 
concern was that scheme books were influential because they were read in school, with and by 
teachers and for some children this may have been their first or only encounter with reading. 
The depiction of males and females reinforcing ‘cultural sex-typing’ (Lobbon, 1975: 203) and 
presenting a world that was more rigidly sex-typed than reality. In Ryan’s books there may not 
have been the depiction of females as inferior to males, but they presented the stereotypical 
perspectives held of boys, and excluded the possibility that girls too, may be pirates, enjoying 
the imaginative adventures. Internalisation of representation can impact on self-identity and 
lead to the construction of discriminatory attitudes and dispositions (Mapley, 2015). Therefore, 
providing diverse texts with a range of characters undertaking non-gendered roles, can be more 
impactful in developing individual identity and a sense of the world.   
Chloe, Nathan and Sadie, the youngest of the narrators all remembered the ‘Magic Key’ series 
in the Oxford Reading Tree scheme. Girls, boys and a dog adventuring together, the changing 
nature of society sees the introduction of greater female presence and multicultural characters 
in these books (Wharton, 2005). The series was criticised for its over emphasis on phonics, 
constraining and limiting children’s enjoyment of reading for pleasure (Mapley, 2015). This is 





pleasure, rather than reading the scheme books to be measured for his reading proficiency. 
Katy’s recollection of reading related to a poem from a book she remembered from school:  
Story extract 24  
I’m quite creative I preferred non-core subjects, and I think that’s valued more at 
primary then in secondary school. There was a poem that I did called ‘Grandma Can 
You Rap’? I think I can remember every word of it…  I do know every word of it!  
Gran was in her chair she was taking a nap, 
when I tapped her on the shoulder to see if she could rap,  
Gran, can you rap? Can you rap? Can you rap? And she opened one eye and 
she said to me,  
Man, I'm the best rapping Gran this world's ever seen,  
I'm a tip-top, slip-slap, rap-rap queen! 
  
I really, really enjoyed school, I think I got a lot from it as well I did a lot of drama at 
school, I really loved it. It made me more creative. And it made me more confident as I 
wasn’t the brightest child, but I think it made me feel more valued. 
Katy (private school) 1999-2009 
Katy’s recitation of the poem highlights the contemporary literature that the narrators’ 
experienced at school and brings to bear the performative nature of narrative (Frank, 2010). 
The English component of the National Curriculum (1999) set expectations for children to 
engage with poetry in their learning. At Key Stage 1 children were expected to develop their 
understanding of poetry by ‘learning, reciting and acting out poems’ (DfEE, 1999: 47). 
Although Katy attended a private school and therefore the National Curriculum would not have 
applied. The story Katy tells provides an insight into the nature of the private school 
curriculum. She had opportunities to be involved in creative activities which in turn boosted 
her confidence.  
In Katy’s story, whilst she did not discuss many books, she used the opportunity of the 
interview to talk about herself, her identity and how her experiences at school have influenced 
her life today. Katy’s story confirms my proposition on the value of stories in that life narratives 
can expand our understanding of identity, personality and individuality and the meanings that 
can be made in relation to the personal experiences we have undergone. Katy’s experience 
further confirms Lieblich and Josselson’s (1997) argument, who contend that in order to 





(2001) propose that being asked to share one’s story in a narrative inquiry study brings the 
relationship between the story, life as lived, and the methodology into focus.  
5.7 Chapter summary 
In this chapter, consistent with narrative research, I have combined primary data from the 
interviews, and data from the existing literature. The stories elicited through the narrative 
interviews and the selected extracts evidence the narrators’ experiences in their own words and 
have been contextualised in relation to literature and legislation. Drawn together, these 
individual insights thus form the collected memory (Young, 1990). The four themes of 
experience: Our teachers; The lessons we learned; The games we played and The books we 
read, demonstrate the ways in which education has changed over time and the everyday 
experience of policy as remembered by the narrators. The stories confirm findings from 
research and consolidate existing literature related to primary education. The effect of 
neoliberal policies is reflected in the changing experiences of the narrators across the decades, 
in relation to experiences of learning and play and the connection to the performativity agenda 
accountability and value for money.  Some narrators shared artefacts, demonstrating the agentic 
nature of the narrative interview and how school experiences are interlinked to individual 
identity. This phenomenon extends from childhood into adult life and this research 
demonstrates the agentic nature of the narrative interview and how memories are activated 
through the process of awakening the story. Findings include: gender and stereotyping, the 
significance of the pupil-teacher relationship, how teachers are remembered, experiences of 
corporal punishment, teacher professionalism; inequitable educational experiences; curriculum 
change; freedom to play, observance of traditional games, experiences of reading; reading 
aloud and literature choice. 
Chapter six draws together the research journey, summarises the findings, presents 
implications for education and highlights the original contribution to knowledge established in 






Chapter Six: Conclusions and Implications 
6.1 Introduction 
This chapter serves to summarise the research journey, present key insights emerging from the 
study and articulate the original contribution to knowledge. I return to the aims of the research, 
and research questions in a holistic manner.  The value of the research is discussed alongside 
the method of researching education through a lens of experience, to unearth insights into 
school experiences that might not otherwise be known.  The original contributions are 
highlighted throughout the chapter and summarised at the end. Finally, dissemination and 
further research opportunities are identified as a result of this research. 
6.3 Interpreting the analysis through the lens of the research questions 
This section draws together discussions relating to stories of experience, providing an overview 
of the findings and how they are positioned within existing research and literature. Just as the 
research questions are intertwined, as established in the conceptual framework (p77), so too 
the responses are interwoven.  I argued previously that the aim of narrative inquiry is not to 
find one generalisable truth, but to find many truths (Webster and Mertova, 2007). Thus, 
answering the questions holistically places a three-dimensional lens over the stories of 
experience, adopting the approach of crystallisation (Richardson, 1994).  
6.2 Returning to the aim of the research  
The aim of this study was to explore the narratives of those attending primary school between 
1944 and 2009 to understand educational change and everyday experiences of educational 
policy. The conceptual framework, founded on the study of experience, demonstrates how 
biography, history and society converge (Mills, 1959) to gain an understanding of human 
experience; thus, informing the research aim and questions, through examining existing 
literature and legislation.  
In order to achieve the aim, I examined narrative, as phenomenon and method to explore the 
value of stories as a vehicle for understanding experiences of school. As highlighted by the 





perspective of former pupils, and even more limited is evidence of the experience of education 
policy. Furthermore, limited research exists which uncovers understanding of primary school 
experiences since the end of the Second World War. This research addresses a gap in existing 
knowledge and provides an evidence base which presents stories as data sources to enhance 
our knowledge of the everyday experience of primary education and the experience of 
educational policy.  
6.4 Learning from the Stories 
A summary of the findings is presented here, drawn from the overarching themes: Our 
Teachers; The Lessons We Learned; The Books We Read; and The Games We Played. In 
discussing their memories of primary school, the narrators shared artefacts which they had 
retained from school. Val shared her school photograph, Liz shared her school diaries and 
reports and David shared a game he had made at school. Sharing their artefacts demonstrates 
the agentic nature of the narrative interview, but additionally how our school experiences are 
interlinked to our identity extending from childhood through to our adult lives. This 
corroborates Bissell’s (2009) notion that objects hold resonance with people, and they form 
part of an individual’s identity. 
6.4.1 Our Teachers 
The stories reveal the importance of the pupil-teacher relationship. The stories of Jean, Fran, 
Rosemary, Andy, Kevin and David for example, demonstrate how narrators in earlier decades 
remember teachers being unapproachable. They discussed how teachers were respected, and 
children were expected to behave. The experiences confirm expectations of the era, as 
discussed by Whitty and Power (2000), where parents of children in state schools were 
expected to trust professionals and respect their authority and professional autonomy. Emily’s 
story (1977-1987) also highlights negative memories of the pupil-teacher relationship 
demonstrating how teacher behaviour was not limited to the earlier decades of school 
experiences.    
Val’s story presents a contrasting example of the pupil-teacher relationship, she recalls the 





(2011) and Uitto et al’s (2018) research which highlights how there is often a specific moment 
in time which affirms the pupil-teacher relationship, and how emotional bonds are carried into 
adult life.  
Each narrator referenced, implicitly or explicitly, their experiences of the pupil-teacher 
relationship.  Thus confirming the research of Galton et al (1980) in their observations of  
primary classrooms and O’Connor et al (2011) and O’Connor et al (2012) where they observed 
that forming attachments for academic and social adjustment, and good classroom relationships 
can provide a stable platform for progression through the school years. Teacher personality is 
inherent to these experiences, attempts to regulate teacher expectations are evidenced in 
publications over time (Handbook of Suggestions, 1937; Primary Education Handbook, 1959; 
Plowden, 1967) culminating in the Teachers’ Standards (2007, 2011) which outline 
professional attributes required to achieve and retain Qualified Teacher Status. These ‘define 
the behaviour and attitudes which set the required standard for conduct throughout a teacher’s 
career’ (DfE, 2012: 14) whilst published later than the experiences of most of the narrators,  
the changing expectations of the profession may explain why some of the negative stories of 
the earlier experiences are not reflected latterly in the narrators’ stories.  
Teacher professionalism was noted as a theme of experience. For example, references to being 
called ‘thick’ (Rosemary) and sent out of school to buy cigarettes (Kevin and David). Policies 
designed to professionalise teaching can be observed in the narrators’ experiences, 
demonstrating increasing professionalism over time.  The development of professionalism and 
upskilling of the workforce is evidenced through a series of government interventions, latterly 
these can be related to a rise in the influence of neoliberal ideology in education. These include 
the development of the BEd (1963), the move to teaching as a graduate profession in the 1970s, 
the establishment of CATE (1984 to 1994) and the TTA in 1994, the TDA under the Education 
Act (2005) and the Teachers’ Standards  (2007, 2011). As articulated by the narrators across 
the decades, teachers’ behaviours became more standardised suggesting the shift to a more 
professionalised workforce. However, as previously identified, the narrators’ stories 
demonstrate that behaviours of teachers do not necessarily correspond to a specific era, rather 





Evidenced across the decades from 1944-1987, the narrators discussed their experiences of 
corporal punishment. Adopting established methods of behaviour control in school, teachers 
turned to corporal punishment in a bid to ensure order was maintained and that children knew 
their place. Confirming the observations of Galton et al, (1980) smacking was used as a method 
to manage poor behaviour, although unlike Bennett (1976) who reported that 50% of teachers 
used corporal punishment, they observed 38% of teachers using this technique as a last resort.  
Permissible until it was banned in state schools under the Education (No2) Act (1986), the 
stories reveal how teachers were afforded high levels of authority, control and power in their 
classrooms and explains the absence of corporal punishment being reported by the narrators in 
the later decades.  
Additionally, what can be seen from the review of the literature, highlighted in the stories about 
teachers, is the construction of the feminisation of primary schools, a construction which I 
argue is promulgated by the government’s casting of women teachers of children in early years 
of education. The stories evidence these expectations with females teaching the younger age 
phases, regarded as appropriate work for women (Skelton, 2002). Val’s story exemplifies the 
stereotypical maternal nature that was assigned to women and that they were conditioned to 
comply with. Tomlinson (1949) exemplifies the political landscape which endorsed the 
expectations of women to be employed in the infant and junior schools. He expressed concern 
of the pressure on primary schools due to the rising birth rate and for the need for women to 
teach the younger children in schools because men ‘cannot be employed as teachers of infants’ 
(Tomlinson, 1949 in Hansard: cc1976). This research demonstrates the nature of a gendered 
workforce in education. Jean’s experience suggests a more male workforce which she 
compares to the classrooms of today. In comparison with Suzanne’s experience, who 
remembered not being taught by any men at all. Suzanne’s experience corroborates how during 
her time at school, women represented a higher percentage of the workforce, with an average 
of 78% of female primary school teachers. Her story also demonstrates patriarchy in the 
education system, whereby despite the high numbers of female teachers, the only male teacher 





6.4.2 The Lessons We Learned 
The narrators’ stories highlight their experiences of learning and how the curriculum has 
changed over time. Val, Tony, Rosemary, Jon, Amy and Chloe, demonstrate the importance of 
the basic subjects required to be successful in everyday life.  In early decades they reference 
the 3Rs and latterly to the teaching of English and mathematics. The narrators’ experiences 
also demonstrate a broadening of the curriculum over time and confirms the implementation 
of policy regarding the National Curriculum (DES, 1987). For example, Val and Rosemary 
discuss the limited curriculum they experienced, whereas Amy and Chloe discuss a broader 
curriculum, in line with National Curriculum requirements. Whilst they remembered a broad 
curriculum, their stories also highlighted that due to preparation for SATs, the focus on the 
school day was often concentrated on the examinable components of the curriculum.  
Because the National Curriculum was designed to standardise education, it included core 
content that was tested in the SATs. This raises a fundamental question about the increase of 
neoliberal policy linked to the performativity agenda, an increasing drive for accountability 
and the prevailing discourse of educational outcomes and value for money which are reflected 
in the experiences of the narrators.  With emphases placed on the teaching of English and 
mathematics, the value of learning and the curriculum comes into question; the restructuring 
of education through regulated curricula and testing regimes, prioritises the market and the 
economy, over democratic and pedagogical values, and sets out the purpose of education as a 
service for value-driven ends (Hull and Pulsford, 2019). The overlaying of policy and influence 
of neoliberal ideology is again noted in the current education system, Ofsted’s Chief Inspector, 
Spielman (2017) stated that teachers were too focused on teaching to the SATs test and 
neglecting the broader curriculum. Ofsted’s Inspection Update (Ofsted, 2019) refers to 
evidence of the narrowing of the curriculum in KS2. Demonstrating how the effects of testing 
over time have impacted negatively on pupils’ experiences and challenging the performativity 
agenda, which has increased over the last two decades, curriculum breadth is now a component 
of school inspections. The experiences of the narrators over the six decades highlight the 
inequalities of education and experiences of testing, whether in preparation for the eleven-plus, 
or the SATs. However, those attending school between 1977 and 1987 did not experience the 





maintained their own records of children’s progress and the narrators in this decade 
experienced education free from these regulations.  
Liz’s story, confirmed by Nic, demonstrates how pupils experienced a broader curriculum in 
the private school education. Because private schools employed more highly qualified staff, 
children attending private schools were likely to receive higher quality and more highly 
resourced education (Ozga, 2000). This concurs with Turunen et al (2015) whose research 
demonstrates how socioeconomic status can impact on the success of our life course. The 
traditional method of teaching from the front, as experienced by many of the narrators in the 
earlier decades, confirms Hargreaves (2000) research of how these practices were used to 
maintain the powerful position as the teacher.  
The eleven-plus, as discussed in chapter two, created educational inequalities. Rosemary’s 
story confirms that this experience was genuine. Her experience confirms the effect of 
inequality, for which the eleven-plus was criticised, and demonstrates the impact of this on her 
life’s ambitions. Validating the research of Jackson (1961), children from working class 
backgrounds were often disadvantaged, their ability often overlooked because of streaming 
based on ability for the eleven-plus. Rosemary’s experience confirms how the selection process 
created inequalities and the impact this had on her in her adult life. This reinforces Conner and 
Lofthouse’s (1990) notion of the reality of the eleven-plus for sorting, classifying and selecting, 
with those children most likely to pass the examination (children in the hard worker’s class) 
receiving a better education and neglecting the education of those who were not selected. 
6.4.3 The Games We Played  
Unsupervised play according to Guldberg (2009) is important for secure childhood 
development, where children can take risks, test the boundaries and solve problems that arise 
without adult interaction. Freedom to play was observed in the experiences of the narrators, 
with those in the earlier decades (1944-1966) revealing the most freedom. Many of the 
narrators in the earlier decades discussed that they were often unsupervised at playtime. Nic’s 
story demonstrates how the children played dangerous games, away from the watchful eye of 
the teacher. Confirming Opie’s (1993: 12) research that children’s behaviour in play was 





their first encounters in the words. Opie’s (1993) research found that children use play to 
experiment and take risks, thus the narrators’ experiences of play, confirm these observations. 
The narrators who attended private school, described playing games which utilised the space 
and freedom of the school grounds, a benefit of private school education. In contrast, the 
playground games played by their peers such as British Bulldog, tag and kiss-chase confirm 
research findings (Roud, 2016; Rosen; 2016; Blatchford, 1998) of how these games were 
invented to be played in densely populated spaces. 
Research (Santer, Griffiths and Goodall, 2007) demonstrates that by 2007 children spent more 
time indoors and had fewer opportunities for outdoor play than their predecessors. Pellegrini 
(2011) highlighted how schools have imposed greater control of children’s freedom and 
independence at play time; they warn this can impact negatively on children’s wellbeing and 
social-cognitive development. They further note that increasing imposed adult-led intervention 
can inhibit children’s play and their ability to develop peer relations. Understanding 
consequences and learning from experience can only occur if children are given the opportunity 
to try things out for themselves and develop skills of negotiation, co-operation and competition 
(Guldberg, 2009). 
The youngest narrators’ experiences (1999-2009) suggest more restrictions on play. Research 
undertaken by Burke and Grosvenor (2003), demonstrates, like Opie (1993) observed, the 
importance of child-governed play, where children can operate independently, learn the wider 
aspects of the many unspoken rules and culture of play and that children should have the 
opportunity to view the playground as a place of fun and adventure. Child-governed play, 
where children can operate independently and autonomously, is challenged by constraints such 
as reducing children’s playtime to fulfil curriculum expectations and fear of litigation as 
confirmed by Baines and Blatchford (2019).  The expectations related to the influence of 
neoliberal policy to increase and improve educational outcomes, assure the taxpayer of value 
for money and to increase accountability of school activities, is reflected in the experience of 
the narrators over time. This further supports Guldberg’s (2009) research that over protection 
and over supervision of children can deny them the opportunity to grow up as confident, 





autonomously, is challenged by constraints such as reducing children’s playtime to fulfil 
curriculum expectations and fear of litigation as confirmed by Baines and Blatchford (2019).   
The collected memory (Young, 1990) demonstrates that games have been retained as part of 
playtime culture, and how games are played through the decades and preserved through time. 
 
6.4.4 The Books We Read  
Classic novels were remembered by the narrators in the earliest decade (1944), for example 
Fran remembered reading Black Beauty and Jean who recalled not having any books at home, 
borrowed books from a neighbour and read classic novels such as Dickens and Gulliver’s 
Travels. Whilst Val could not remember specific books, she did recall reading, it was her 
favourite pastime.  
Fran (1944-1954) recalled learning to read with ‘flash cards’ which pertained to the look and 
say method popular during that era. The stories told in relation to the theme of ‘the books we 
read’ demonstrates changing policy in relation to how the narrators were taught to read, the 
reading books the narrators were exposed to and the development of reading schemes over 
time. Books remembered by the narrators demonstrate the development of reading schemes. 
Early reading schemes were criticised for reinforcing sex-stereotypes and for a narrow scope 
which did not reflect the reality of society (Lobbon, 1975).  
In addition, the narrators shared a desire to read books that interested them. Kevin and David’s 
story demonstrates the agency of reflection on their school experience, acquiring the books 
read at school for their children to enjoy.  
A further finding in this theme relates to reading aloud and being read to by the teacher. The 
collected memory of the narrators demonstrates how this was remembered through the decades 
and was an experience shared by most of the narrators. Governments across the decades have 
emphasised the importance of the practice of reading aloud as highlighted by the Ministry of 
Education in 1959 and the Cox Report (1989). This report stated that teachers should continue 
the practice of reading aloud to pupils regularly to help develop their reading ability (DES, 
1989: section 16.6). This policy recommendation prevails in the current curriculum (although 





so that they meet books and authors that they might not choose to read themselves’ (DfE, 2013: 
45).  
6.5 The Research Questions 
Here I briefly return to the research questions posed at the beginning of the thesis.  
6.5.1 How do narrators from different decades discuss their experiences of primary 
school? 
Because this research explored the stories of different narrators’ from across different decades, 
the stories shared truths, they rang true (Amsterdam and Bruner, 2000). Thus, verisimilitude of 
narratives could be established through the alternative concepts of trustworthiness as adopted 
in the research. Primary schooling as discussed by the narrators in the different decades 
provides insight into the individual experiences of the narrators and thus confirms that studying 
education though a lens of experience is a compelling approach to research. The narrators’ 
stories are drawn together to form a collected memory (Young, 1991) which verifies and 
authenticates items of particularity (Bruner, 1990).   
Bamberg’s (1997) work on meaning making in narrative emphasises that speakers lay out how 
they individually experience events and confer meaning on these experiences. The narrators’ 
meaning making is found in the narrative space between the story and their emotional impact 
or affect. This demonstrates how awakening the story, through the opening of the narrative 
spaces, as I argued in chapter three, allows for meaning making through a co-production 
approach to narrative research.  The narrators discussed their stories and reflected on their 
experiences, which pertained to meaning making in relation to past situations or of their 
experiences now, as a result of their education. This concurs with Connelly and Clandinin, 
(1990); Lieblich and Josselson, (1997); Frank, (2010) who state that story can assist human 
beings in understanding themselves and the social world they inhabit.  
6.5.2 What were the key themes identified from the stories?  
The key themes and the detail related to these are identified in the preceding chapter and within 
this chapter: teachers, lessons, games and books. The themes were framed in the development 
of the research questions for the narrative interviews and form the everyday experience of 





unexpected, what is distinctive is how the individual stories present pictures of the past, 
capturing unique moments in time and thus demonstrate the individual experience of school. 
Expressed in the narrators’ stories, are the individual, everyday experiences of school, which 
bring the themes to life providing insight into how pupils experienced policy at the individual 
level which is not available from literature, research and legislation. The stories highlight the 
gendered societal and political context, the inequalities of education created by policy and the 
expectations and influence of governmental legislation. Significantly, it is the stories 
themselves which bring to bear the experience of policy as recalled by the narrators and 
highlights the narrator-researcher relationship in awakening and interpreting the stories, 
demonstrating the value of story as a method for understanding education.   
6.3.4 To what extent is the experience of educational policy reflected in the narrators’ 
stories? 
The response to this final research question has been partly answered in the discussions 
presented in the preceding chapter and preceding sections in this chapter. From a policy 
perspective, the stories reflect teacher behaviours which may have been acceptable as the norm 
for the era, but which relate to unprofessional behaviours. These behaviours are not reflected 
in the latter experiences of the narrators, demonstrating a change in teacher behaviour which 
can perhaps be correlated to the changes to the profession.  
The experience of education for the narrators in the decade 1977-1987 demonstrates a changing 
approach to education and the pupil-teacher relationship. The narrators’ stories reflect the 
changing nature of the pupil-teacher relationship and the increasing regulation of teachers and 
the curriculum. 
The eleven-plus was a significant policy decision which is reflected in the narrators’ stories. 
Whilst the divisive and detrimental effects of selection through the eleven-plus examinations 
may no longer be perceived as problematic, the use of statutory national testing and the 
publication of league tables have presented similar inequalities and a narrowing of the 





statutory for some schools and not others, depending on Ofsted rating, funding and governance 
status.  
Policy is also reflected in the stories related to play, as highlighted by findings of research into 
play where the importance of child-governed play and time for play constraints are emphasised, 
yet challenges exist as children’s playtime is reduced over time to fulfil curriculum 
expectations and risky games banned from the playground due to fear of litigation (Opie and 
Opie, 1969, Opie, 1993; Blatchford et al, 2002; Guldberg, 2009). The implications of these 
findings are important for local school policy in understanding children’s desire to play and the 
need for time to socialise with peers.  
Finally, in their discussion on the books they read at school, the narrators’ stories reflect the 
changing policy in relation to how children learn to read. Policy recommendations as defined 
by the Ministry of Education in 1959, highlighted the importance of reading aloud, 
subsequently supported in the Cox Report (1989) which stated that teachers should continue 
the practice of reading aloud to pupils (DES, 1989: section 16.6). The experience of being read 
to at school was experienced by all the narrators in this research. This has been maintained in 
policy over the decades with references to reading aloud evident in the different iterations of 
the National Curriculum and in the non-statutory guidance for the current National Curriculum. 
The overlaying of policy is evident throughout decades, as is the rise and influence of neoliberal 
policy and ideology and its impact on education and the experiences of the narrators.  The rise 
of the performativity agenda, regulation of the curriculum, and accountability of schools and 
teachers have been given precedence over the broader aspects of academic development, 
democracy and the social needs of education.  
6.4 Conclusions 
This research presents an insight into the changing nature of primary education, over the 
historical timeframe from 1944 to 2009, the following conclusions are drawn by combining 
data from the interviews, and evidence from existing literature to examine the experiences of 





not separate phenomena, but ‘… part of the same fabric, in that life informs and is formed in 
stories’ is brought to bear through this research. 
The stories told in this research, demonstrate verisimilitude, and when drawn together form a 
collected memory (Young, 1990). In order to make meaning from the phenomenon of story, a 
narrative space is created for the awakening and thus the recollection and subsequent telling of 
the story.  The concept of awakening, in bringing the story to bear, is key in this research and 
thus makes an original contribution expanding on Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) notion of 
wakefulness. This was evident in the co-production of the stories, the detail shared, and the 
artefacts that were presented through opening the narrative spaces in the interview process to 
awaken the story.  This study therefore makes an original contribution by using narrative 
inquiry as a methodological basis for understanding the experience of educational policy set 
against the lived experience of the narrators over six decades of primary school education.  
The changing political and educational landscape reveals how education policy is overlaid, 
based on the political, social and economic status of the country. In my research, the stories 
told by the narrators reveal how policy is manifest in their experience of school, and how their 
stories are understood not only in relation to the landscape of the past but as a result of the act 
of storytelling. Significantly, it is the stories themselves which bring to bear the experience of 
policy which highlights my role as researcher in interpreting the stories and the value of story 
as a method for understanding education.   
The literature and legislation demonstrate the intervention of the government over time, 
shifting control from the teacher, to the corridors and chambers of Whitehall, these shifts are 
particularly evident during periods of economic downturn. Specific events are also evident in 
the shifts of autonomy; interventionism, and the overlaying of policy and patterns of 
educational change emerge throughout the decades. Whilst these are well documented debates, 
as highlighted in the literature review, it is the detail in the narrators’ stories which is critical 
in understanding the experience of policy. The stories as data sources, bring to bear the 
experience of school from the perspective of former pupils. This relates to the original 
contribution of this research, the methodological approach which documents stories as data for 





The collected memory of the narrators highlights the interconnected nature of the ideas as 
drawn together in the conceptual framework (p77). Analysis of the stories demonstrates that 
many facets of the education system are complicit in the notion of power (James, 2015), the 
experiences of inequality as told in the narrators’ stories exemplifies this. An original 
contribution of this research demonstrates how policy was experienced by the narrators and 
from which lessons can be learned. This further demonstrates the power and value of stories in 
understanding the experience of school in the everyday.  
Prevailing patriarchal notions of productivity and success (Hull and Pulsford, 2019) and the 
neo-liberal re-engineering of primary education have set a road map for education which 
requires re-navigation and re-negotiation. The professional expertise and knowledge of 
teachers has come to be misused and diluted; teachers must always be central to the process of 
policy development, pupils too, are neglected in the development of policy. In a democratic 
society, democratic participation is essential to ensure education repositions outcomes of public 
good, of social cohesion and social mobility. As stated by Thomson (2020: 212) ‘a social 
democratic public good view of schooling reframes governing practices’. Public good views 
of education are formed around co-production, communication and dialogue (Thomson, 2020). 
Therefore, in order to make effective policy change, all stakeholders should be involved in 
meaningful engagement with lived experiences to make ascendable change. 
6.5 Implications for teachers 
The ways in which teachers are remembered, and why they are remembered is evident in the 
narrators’ stories and memories of their experiences. Those that breach the canon (Bruner, 
1991) for their personality, appearance and behaviours are particularly remembered both 
positively and negatively. The implications of how teachers are remembered is evidenced in 
the stories, those demonstrating interest, showing care for pupils and who taught interesting 
lessons stand out positively. The influence of educational policy and change is demonstrated 
in how the narrators experienced education, they themselves, like Plowden (1967) endorse 
child-centred approaches to classroom practice. Those remembered disparagingly, were 
teachers who ruled by instilling fear, maintaining control through corporal punishment or were 
perceived to be inadequate in the classroom. An implication for teacher educators is to include 





implementation can have in later life.  Education makes claims about inclusion, equality, access 
and social justice, it is hailed as the leveller for a more just and equal society, the stories elicited 
in this research demonstrate that the many facets of the education system are complicit in the 
notion of power (James, 2015). Therefore, those in positions of educational and political power 
in our society should not be generators in the prevailing inequalities of policy but seek to 
identify and remove barriers to raise standards for all.  
Teachers are powerful at the micro level in how they choose to manage their classrooms, and 
at the macro level in relation to national agendas. Autonomy can be constrained because 
national policy requires implementation to ensure compliance with government agendas; but 
teachers are still autonomous in their choice of methods, and pedagogical approaches. Whilst 
they have to comply with curriculum policy, they choose how to plan and teach their lessons, 
and how they develop pupil-teacher relationships. The stories in this research demonstrate how 
teachers thus exercise power relations over children in school, implicitly, through the 
governmental expectations of performativity as required by regulatory bodies and the fear of 
being unfairly scrutinised by non-contextualised league table performance. Teacher autonomy 
and co-creation with pupils is therefore key to ensuring a good learning experience and should 
be exercised when implementing both local and national policy.  
A repositioning of teachers as experts, not merely ‘deliverers’ of policy and curriculum context 
is required. The performativity agenda of testing and inspections drives behaviours in schools, 
which are neither allied to the ethos of many teachers, nor to their pedagogical and subject 
expertise, therefore political and legislative change is required for teachers to be able to reassert 
themselves, to reclaim their authority and to lobby for greater democracy within the school 
system, particularly in relation to policy and curriculum development. Raising the profile of 
teachers and pupils as stakeholders is critical so that all stakes are equally valued and 
understood.  
6.6 Future research and dissemination 
This research demonstrates the many facets to narrative inquiry and its potential for 
understanding everyday experiences. The epistemological and ontological paradigms of this 





human experiences (Plummer, 1983) this offers many opportunities to gain knowledge about 
our lived experiences.  
Future research: 
1. The focus of this research was on the experiences of former pupils. Current teachers 
and their pupils have a story to tell, to gain an understanding of the status of 
contemporary schooling and the repositioning of teachers in education policy 
development, drawing on lived experiences as a basis for resetting the political 
expectations in schools from a local and national perspective. Bradbury (2019) 
examines the concept of the ‘ideal neoliberal learner’ focusing on the practice in 
primary education in constructing ‘little neoliberals’. Further research could be 
undertaken focused on an exploration of the educational ecosystem, examination of a 
neoliberal education system, set against arguments and evidence of ‘impoverished 
primary education’ (Hull and Pulsford, 2019: 245) to examine how neoliberal policies 
are conceptualised and implemented in schools, alongside the lived experiences and 
subjectivities of those experiencing schooling.  
2. The concept of Young’s (1990) collected memory merits further investigation to 
explore its potential for understanding individual experiences of similar phenomenon 
and to explore how the concept can be developed into a frame for achieving 
verisimilitude in narrative inquiry. 
3. The narrators shared stories which reveal that school experiences stay with them their 
entire lives. They shared their fears, their shame, laughter and achievements. I am 
intrigued to learn if we have ‘educational identities’ and this warrants further 
investigation. The stories told by the narrators demonstrate how they have been shaped 
and how they continue to reflect on experiences encountered at school. The concept of 
educational identity is limited in literature, as noted earlier, many of the narrators had 
retained artefacts from their childhood school days. Further research could be 
undertaken to understand educational identity through the use of artefacts to examine 





Disseminating research is a crucial aspect of research activity. Huberman (1994) castigates the 
academic community for neglecting to share the findings of research. A professional doctorate 
provides opportunities to conceptualise problems in education and understand them better and 
act on findings.  Dissemination is often seen as the final point of the research process; however, 
much can be lost in waiting until the end. Writing and sharing throughout the research journey 
as suggested by Kennan and Thompson (in Williamson and Johnson, 2013) presents 
opportunities for feedback, to clarify ideas, reflect on the research process and to consider 
external perspectives on the phenomenon under investigation.  
External verification, sharing and discussion of research is also key to ensure confident 
conclusions. Since commencing this research project, I have taken opportunities to disseminate 
ideas and findings to different educational communities. There is scope for further 
dissemination of the findings in the education and narrative research communities. Finally, the 
complete stories present a more detailed picture of the narrators and their experiences. I plan 
to write these up for a book publication.   
6.7 Final words  
This research, by examining education through a lens of experience, offers a different and 
unique analysis which confirms the value of story for understanding the experience of policy 
in the everyday. New understandings have been generated as a result of undertaking this 
research. Firstly, I reflect on my research journey, what I have learned and how I have 
developed researcher identity. Secondly, I consider the complexities of undertaking research, 
the problems that require solutions and how these come to be resolved in the research process. 
Thirdly, new insights acquired in the elicitation of narratives through the concept of 
awakening.   
6.7.1 Reflecting on my research journey  
‘We are becoming as long as we are learning’, articulated by Callary, Werthner and Trudel, 
2012: 2) sets the reflective path in discovering and establishing myself as a researcher. The 
experience of designing, undertaking and completing this research has required me to reflect 
on my burgeoning research skills and to negotiate and renegotiate my research journey in order 
to persevere and complete this thesis. According to Jarvis (2006), in our lives we undertake 





leader, friend, sister, wife, stepmother, and now researcher. At the beginning of the research 
journey however, I did not consider myself a researcher, thus, it would not have been a role I 
would have added to the list. It has been through the process of undertaking research that I 
come to identify as a researcher. Finding my own voice has been a fundamental part of this 
research journey. Realising my authority, autonomy and academic confidence, to make claims 
about knowledge, to extend theory, to conceptualise new ways of eliciting story has been a 
transformational experience.  As stated by Thompson (2012), doctoral candidates have a 
twofold rhetorical challenge to achieve, firstly in the authority of the final thesis, demonstrating 
individual subject authority and secondly by persuasive positioning of the research within a 
disciplinary community. Doctoral candidates are hence required to present both a distinct voice 
and a distinct stance in their research design, delivery and findings. Although I have been 
fortunate in my professional career to write and publish book chapters and papers, it has been 
as a result of undertaking a substantial research project, that I recognise my own unfolding 
research journey, my distinct voice and reflection on myself as a credible researcher. I have 
learned, that as a researcher, the research trails you go down, and the solutions you find, are all 
in your hands. Uncovering literature and extant research in which to locate and root research 
decisions is part of the journey. I have learned that research is messy, that it is complex, that 
unexpected things happen. It has how these are resolved that brings confidence.   
The notion of ‘becoming’ as articulated by Jarvis (2006) has been of interest in reflecting on 
my evolving researcher identity. Pinpointing where I recognised identity change, is difficult, 
but I do recollect a sense of ‘becoming’ as a researcher as I came up against research problems 
that needed to be resolved. When Kevin and David arrived together for the narrative interview, 
I was confused at first, but as I began writing about it, I embraced the opportunity to learn from 
what two people could bring to the interview situation and how they checked each other’s 
truths. This then extended to examining the transcripts of the other 23 narrators, how did they 
self-check their truths, and then the realisation of how the individual memory combined with 
the collected memory created verisimilitude. What might first have been a research problem 
became a research revelation.  
As I began to conceptualise the notion of awakening, and how this then unfolded and began to 





my research journey, confirming my burgeoning research identity. The seminal text on 
narrative inquiry by Clandinin and Connelly (2000) provided the foundation and catalyst for 
the development of this concept. They discuss wakefulness at the end of their book which 
examines, albeit briefly, the necessity to remain wakeful as researchers in responding to 
narratives elicited through inquiry. It was this discussion that sparked my interest and pursuit 
of the concept of awakening. Chapter three is dedicated to the conceptualisation of awakening, 
locating the concept in literature and defining it through the opening of narrative spaces. This 
concept has formed the fundamental basis for my research, it defines me as both researcher and 
audience, and reveals the participants as the narrators, collectively we were on a journey to co-
create the stories, now recorded as data. When speaking to peers and colleagues about my 
research, when exploring my research with my supervisors, when disseminating the research 
at different conferences, people have had their own awakenings and have shared their stories 
with me as a result of my research approach. This discovery, this uncovering of an approach to 
elicit story has been the most transformational and has confirmed that I can add ‘researcher’ to 
list of roles I undertake in daily life. 
Recording the experience of education through a plurality of voices, provides data sources, as 
a collected memory, to learn from the experiences of the narrators. The stories are now 
embedded in theoretical questions (Lieblich and Josselson, 1997) offering insights into 
authentic everyday school life, increasing our understanding of past educational contexts and 
experiences, to inform future choices and decision-making.  
Policymaking at the local and national level should reach out to people, to hear their stories, to 
understand their experience of educational policy and use the voices of experience to inform 
future policy.  Consulting with those on whom policy impacts the most and placing the voices 
of children at the centre of policy development can create the environment for children to be 
agents of their own destiny. However, this assumes that the government agenda is one which 
values pluralism and consultation, this may sit antagonistically with their political position and 
subsequently the desire to control what children learn. Engaging with children as clients of the 
school, might encourage all those in the sphere of educational reform to treat children as 
partners in their educational endeavour, holding teachers and policy makers to account in 
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Appendix 1: Pen portraits  
 
Pen portrait 1944 to 1954 
The narrators in this decade attended school post-war. During this decade the 
political landscape was focused on rebuilding the country after the war, although 
educational change was not born in wartime, the policies established post-war had 
been debated and devised in earlier decades (Jones, 2016). It was the impetus of 
post-war Britain, which saw policies enacted.  
 
Political parties and education acts 1944 to 1954 
Period in Office Party and Prime Minister Education Minister (Ministry 
of Education replaces Board 
of Education in 1944) 
10 May 1940 - 26 July 1945 Coalition: Winston Churchill Rab Butler: 20 July 1941 
 
26 Jul 1945 - 26 Oct 1951 Labour: Clement Attlee Rab Butler: 3 Aug 1944                                    
Richard Law: 25 May 1945                           
Ellen Wilkinson: 3 Aug 1946                        
George Tomlinson: 10 Feb 
1947 
26 Oct 1951 - 5 Apr 1955 Conservative: Winston 
Churchill  
Florence Horsbrough: 2 Feb 
1951 Sir David Eccles: 18 
Oct 1954 
Education Acts and significant reports: 1944 to 1954  
• Education Act 1944 the 'Butler Act' set the structure of the post-war system of state 
education.  
• Education Act 1946 set out arrangements for the management of voluntary and 
controlled schools.  
• Clarke - School and Life Report 1947 (Central Advisory Councils for Education 
(CACE)) examining transition from school to independent life, recommending 
educational aims above preparation for the workforce. 
• Clarke - Out of School Report 1948 (CACE) urging local education authorities to 
increase and improve facilities for children’s play and recreation outside of school.  
 
David (state school) 
David, born in 1942, is the oldest of the narrators. He attended a state primary school 
in the Derby suburbs. He lived on a new estate built shortly after the war, in the 
school catchment area. The school David attended was newly built after the war, he 
described it as modern, light and airy, unlike the old Victorian schools. He lived with 
his mum and his sister, his dad was not present during his childhood. David 





in dress and lingerie design. Before he was born, she was an accomplished artist 
but he said ‘she gave up when she had me’. He still has books of her artwork at his 
home. He knew he was capable of the work set for the children at school. He 
remembered life being fairly comfortable and could see a difference between his 
own home life and those who were less well off. Each day he caught the 8.50am 
bus to school and the journey cost a penny, he returned home each day on the 
4.15pm bus. The roads were busy with traffic, buses, many bicycles, but few cars. 
The headmaster expected all children to walk into and out of assembly doing the 
RAF March and they wore a uniform of a black blazer, grey shorts for boys and a 
white shirt, or as he described, anything like that, that you could get hold of. There 
was a badge on the blazer with the school motto, in Latin, which he remembered 
meaning 'don't be selfish' or something of that nature. David was an avid train spotter 
and learning about transport was a hobby of his.  
 
Jean (state school) 
As an only child, Jean enjoyed school because of the company. Jean was born in 
1942. She remembers school fondly because of the opportunities to play with other 
children. She remembers it felt safe and comfortable. Her school was in a suburb of 
Derby. Jean’s parents both worked at the local cinema, her father was the 
projectionist and her mother was an ‘usheress’. They met when they both worked in 
service when they used to live in Grantham. Her father was then a butler and her 
mother a maid.  Her recollections were of everybody at school seeming to be of the 
same social standing, ‘everybody was sort of just working class’. She told me that 
they were all much the same, nobody went on expensive holidays and school 
was like an extension of home. Being at school post-war, Jean remembers there 
being swill buckets round the back of the school where they put all the leftover food 
uneaten by the children. She remembers how local people, who kept pigs, would 
come and pick up all the swill every day, Jean remembers they were still on rationing 
when she was at primary school. She described herself as being ‘a bit mouthy’ at 
school, getting into trouble for saying things that perhaps she shouldn’t have done. 
Jean was happy at school. She enjoyed having friends to play with and recalled 






Val (state-church school) 
Born in May 1944, Val attended a small school in the middle of the village, close to 
where she lived, in a hamlet of about nine or ten houses about a mile from the 
village. When she first started school, her mother used to take them and as they got 
older they walked to and from school every day. Val remembers there were no cars 
on the roads.  Val’s mother worked in the home as a ‘housewife’, and her father had 
his own business, he was a joiner builder and he built the bungalow that they lived 
in and all the bungalows around them. Her two aunts lived on either side of their 
house.  The school she attended was very small, with probably 20-30 children in the 
whole school, one room for the infants and one room for the juniors. Val recalled 
how they got lots of individual attention at school because of there being so few 
pupils. Every day school started and finished with a prayer. The children had milk in 
the morning, there was free milk then and at lunchtime Val ate cucumber 
sandwiches, if a packet of crisps was included, that was a real treat. School finished 
at 3 o’clock. She was a very quiet and shy child, but she liked school, few children 
lived close by, so Val enjoyed the company at school and mixing with other children. 
At the time of writing, Val helps in her local primary school which is attended by her 
grandchildren.  
 
Fran (private school) 
Fran was born in 1945 and attended an all-girls, fee-paying Catholic school in Derby. 
She was taught by nuns and some lay staff. Her father was a sales representative 
and her mother was a shorthand typist, although not until later, Fran recalled. Fran 
remembered there being a hard playground in the school, which they went out onto 
at playtime. She also told me about a garden which was at the side of the 
playground, but they were not allowed to enter the garden, unless it was a feast day. 
On a feast day, for example, the Crowning of the May Queen, the girls would dress 
up in their satin dresses for processions. Fran recalled feeling jealous of the Polish 
girls’ traditional costumes, their red boots and colourful embroidered blouses were 
much more exciting than the white satin dresses the nuns made them wear. There 
are some insights into Fran’s personality that were revealed in her narrative; she 





a flea in her ear and the threat of ‘five canes being used on her’ if she didn’t leave 
that moment. Fran disliked school, hated it in fact and hated school all her life she 
told me, the children were caned all the time. A prominent feature in her stories was 
the fear that the nuns instilled in the children at school. 
 
Pen portrait 1955 to 1965 
Post-war Britain was rapidly rebuilding and there was optimism about economic 
growth. According to Jones (2016), it was in this period when teachers were 
beginning to define the primary age phase as it was intended in the vision of the 
1944 Education Act. During this period of time, teachers in primary schools enjoyed 
freedom and autonomy (Chitty, 2014). They had freedom over their pedagogical 
methods and the curriculum content they wished to teach (Abbot, et al, 2013). At the 
same time, the flaws of the tripartite system were beginning to be exposed. A major 
flaw was that the system was, in reality, a bipartite system, because the technical 
colleges were never established (Forrester and Garratt, 2016) and therefore the 
skills required in industry post-war were not developed as they could have been, the 
consequences of this were yet to be realised.  
 
Political parties and education acts 1955 to 1965 
Period in Office Party and Prime Minister Education Minister          
(Department for Education and 
Science replaces Ministry of 
Education in 1964) 
6 Apr 1955 - 9 Jan 1957 Conservative: Sir Anthony 
Eden 
Sir David Eccles: 18 Oct 1954  
10 Jan 1957 - 18 Oct 1963 Conservative: Harold 
Macmillan 
Viscount Halisham: 13 Jan 1957 
Geoffrey Lloyd: 17 Sept 1957   
Sir David Eccles: 11 Oct 1959   
Sir Edward Boyle: 12 July 1962  
19 Oct 1963 - 16 Oct 1964 Conservative: Alexander 
Frederick Earl of 
Home (from 23 Oct 1963)  
Quinitin Hogg: 1 April 1964              
16 Oct 1964 - 19 Jun 1970 Labour: Harold Wilson Michael Stewart: 18 Oct 1964 
Anthony Crosland: 22 Jan 1965 
Patrick Gordon-Walker: 29 Aug 
1967  
Edward Short: 6 April 1968  
Education Acts and significant reports: 1955 to 1965   
• Education Act 1959 gave the Minister greater powers relating to grants and loans to 





• Education Act 1962 placed legal obligation on parents to ensure that children 
received a suitable education at school or otherwise - failure to comply could result in 
prosecution; made LEAs legally responsible for ensuring that pupils attended school. 
• Education Act 1964 the 'Boyle Act' allowed the creation of middle schools. 
• Circular 10/65 1965 Organisation of Secondary Education 
 
Andy (state school) 
Andy was born in August 1954 and he attended a primary school in Derbyshire. The 
location of the school was on the edge of a big council estate in the village, next to 
a main road, which Andy remembers as having few cars on it. Whilst he described 
the school having fields at the back of the school, he also said it was not a rural 
area. He remembered there ‘were houses right up to school, on both sides and a 
housing estate across road’. The children were predominantly from the housing 
estate across the road from the school, but children attended from the wider locality, 
within the mining village. Andy’s school was a large, Victorian building with big 
fireplaces and roaring fires in winter and big old cast iron radiators. Andy enjoyed 
school, he remembers it as an old-fashioned school, all the teachers being quite 
elderly or as Andy said, ‘to a young boy they seemed to be quite elderly’. Whilst he 
remembers there being camaraderie, he also remembers having to fight his corner 
at school. Andy described everyone as being ‘fairly destitute’ wearing second hand 
clothes, he said there were no petty jealousies in relation to someone being better, 
or having more, but he remembers there being a hierarchy, having to fight to 
ascertain a pecking order in the playground. Even when lining up after playtime had 
finished, it was done in order of the best fighter at the front of the line and the worst 
fighter at the end.  
 
Kevin and David (state school) 
Kevin and David were born in 1952 and 1953 respectively, they went to school 
together, were in the same class and are life-long friends. Kevin’s mother worked in 
the mill and his father worked at the local iron works. David’s mother worked in a 
laundry and his father was a coal man. There were about 30 children in their class, 
and they were seated boy girl, boy girl to ‘stop them from talking to their friends’. 
They nicknamed their school after the head teacher. They remember being caned 
or hit with the slipper for talking too loudly. Kevin remembered getting the cane for 





They remembered the official uniform, with nearly all the boys in grey 
short trousers and grey socks and girls, in a grey or blue skirt and white 
socks.  There was an official school duffle coat and in the winter a balaclava. They 
were issued a book bag and pumps for PE. The school was run by a married couple. 
The head teacher was a large, frightening man who occasionally taught music 
lessons and his wife, who was also big and frightening, worked in the office but also 
taught some lessons. David and Kevin’s parents were local, and David and Kevin 
went to school in the town they lived, they have always lived there. Out of school 
they remember collecting wood for winter and taking a picnic, a bottle of lemonade 
and a plate of sandwiches. It was a community activity with families going out 
together to collect wood and dried grass for the fire. They used to go mushrooming 
too and when the bluebells were out, they would go blue belling. There were 
different things at each time of year that they would do, like collecting berries so their 
mothers could make jam and their fathers would pickle onions. There was a sense 
of a simple and quiet life from David and Kevin, very different to the life of their 
children and grandchildren.  
 
Peter (state-church school) 
Peter attended an all-boys Catholic primary school in Chesterfield. He was born In 
May 1947. His father was a welder at the local bus company and his mother was a 
cleaner at the school he attended and at the presbytery. Peter spent a lot of time at 
school, with his mother working there and his grandfather also worked there as the 
caretaker. He remembers that he wore a uniform of a grey blazer with a badge on it 
(he didn’t remember the design) and a grey shirt. He enjoyed school and 
remembered having good relationships with the teachers and his family connections 
to the school meant he felt at home there. Peter remembered breaking a statue of 
the Virgin Mary, one day when he and his friends were in the classroom, when they 
shouldn't have been, one of them, he thinks himself, was hiding under the table. He 
had to replace it with his own pocket money. During the holidays, he spent time at 
school with his grandad, and used to help clean the boiler out. He remembered 
being a milk monitor, with half an hour before playtime to take all the crates round 
to all the classrooms. He would go with a companion and they would leave all the 





go and collect all the empty crates and bring them all back again. He remembers 
doing that twice a day and said he thought that the teachers chose the children they 
didn’t want in the classroom to carry out the task.   
 
Liz (private school) 
Born in 1953, right at the end of the summer, Liz would have been one of the 
youngest pupils in her year group at school. She attended a private girls’ school in 
a suburb of Derby from the age of four. She doesn’t remember why she was sent to 
a private school, but her father used to drop her off each morning on his way to work. 
He owned a second-hand car garage; her mother was at home and didn’t work. Liz 
was aware that there was a Christian ethos with the school, with a daily act of 
worship. There were summer fetes where people could buy cakes a private garden 
at the back of school, which was called the Headmistress’ garden, children went 
there on special occasions. There was an emphasis on dressing smart, white socks 
in the summer, grey socks in the winter, clean shoes, and dark sandals. The school 
always had links with the Cathedral, and they attended Christmas services there. 
Liz presented a picture of a pupil for whom neatness, spelling and punctuation were 
important. The children had to keep holiday diaries during the summer and bring 
them back at the start of the new school year, with postcards stuck in a nice folder 
with ribbons on. Liz still has one of the diaries which she sent to me after the 
interview, along with all her school reports.  
 
Pen Portrait 1966 to 1976 
This decade saw radical reform to government policies; these sweeping reforms 
profoundly reshaped and changed society and education. This period represented 
significant social movement (Chitty, 2014), capital punishment was abolished, 
homosexuality was decriminalised, and abortion was legalised, the divorce law was 
reformed in 1969. The feminist movement was particularly powerful in this decade 
and perceptions of girls began to change, feminists began to focus on female 
underachievement and challenge society’s stereotypical and patriarchal perceptions 
and roles of women (Wilkinson, 1994).  A more liberal approach, a child-centred 
approach to learning, was dominant in this period (Shuayb and O’Donnell, 2008) 





influential in schools and approaches to learning and teaching were changing, there 
was an educational and pedagogical shift from the acquisition of knowledge, to a 
culture of childhood (Marsh, 1970).  
 
Political parties and education acts 1966 to 1976  
Period in Office Party and Prime Minister Education Minister                 
19 Jun 1970 - 4 Mar 1974  Conservative: Edward 
Heath  
Margaret Thatcher: 20 June 
1970 
4 Mar 1974 - 5 Apr 1976  Labour: Harold Wilson Reginald Prentice: 5 March 
1974 
5 Apr 1976 - 4 May 1979 Labour: James Callaghan Shirley Williams: 10 Sept 1976 
Education Acts and significant reports: 1966 to 1976  
• Plowden Report:  Children and their Primary Schools 1967 arguably the best known 
of all education reports, it promoted child-centred education and was much 
maligned by traditionalists.   
• Education Act 1967 gave the Secretary of State greater powers in relation to grants 
and loans to aided and special agreement schools etc.  
• Education Act 1968 laid down rules about changing the character of a school (eg to 
comprehensive).  
• Education (No. 2) Act 1968 made further provision for the government of colleges 
of education, other further education institutions and special schools maintained by 
local education authorities.   
• Education (Handicapped Children) Act 1970 transferred responsibility for education 
of severely handicapped children from health authorities to LEAs.  
• Education Act 1973 provisions relating to certain educational trusts and local 
education authority awards.  
• Education Act 1975 amended the law relating to local education authority grants, 
awards to students at adult education colleges, and increased central government 
funding for aided and special agreement schools.  
• Education Act 1976 gave the Secretary of State the power to ask LEAs to plan for 
non-selective (ie comprehensive) secondary education (repealed by the 
Conservatives in 1979).  
• 1976 School Education in England: problems and initiatives the so-called 'Yellow 
Book', prepared by the DES, set out the state of school education in England in the 
mid-1970s. 
 
Rosemary (state school) 
Rosemary went to a state primary school in Derby City. It was a co-educational 
school, but the building had been split into two with the boys on one side of the 
school and the girls on the other. She was born in May 1958, Rosemary had really 
detailed memories of her days at primary school. Rosemary’s father worked at an 
industrial casting company in Derby, he worked night shifts. Rosemary’s mother was 
in the early throes of secretarial work, having been a stop at home mum until 





fashioned, traditional school building. Rosemary liked school, even though she 
described it as strict, she liked being there; she said it wasn’t hard work. She said 
she wished the teachers had pushed her and her peers more. She enjoyed dancing, 
singing and playing at school, it was happy. Rosemary remembers being in the 
nativity in the junior school and singing ‘Hark the Herald Angels Sing’, standing there 
as an angel. She remembers her parents going into school for parents’ evening, but 
not for any other reason. They did not come into school to see Rosemary perform 
in the nativities, she said they only really came in because they were worried about 
her progress in maths.  
 
Simon (state school) 
Simon was born in 1966, he lived at home with his father and was the youngest of 
three boys. His father was a returns manager at a furniture factory and his mother 
was absent, she lived in another city in the south of the country. Simon attended 
primary school in Derby City. There were approximately 180 children in school at 
that time.  He remembers there were cloakrooms left and right, where children hung 
up their jackets and then a long outdoor corridor. The classrooms were off to the 
right-hand side in one long row, and at the end was the main hall which was used 
for assemblies and school lunches. The children were seated in rows facing the front 
with inkwells in the desks. There were still a few of the ceramic inkpots that fitted 
inside the well, but the children didn’t use ink pens. Simon recalled that his education 
was not terribly inspiring. He felt he wasn’t a great pupil, not badly behaved, but not 
very engaged, he said that he wasn’t really challenged much at home and so he 
drifted through school. He was collected one night a week by his mum, when she 
was in town.  He remembered that vividly being part of his routine and then being 
dropped off back at home later that night after they had tea. 
 
Tony (state-church school) 
Born in February 1959, Tony would have started primary school in about 1964. He 
attended a Catholic primary school in Derby City. His father worked for Rolls Royce 
in the aero spares department and his mother was a personal assistant to a 
probation officer.  He remembers the school was built from red brick and was an old 





school. He wore a black blazer and grey shorts (even in winter), black shoes, grey 
knee length socks, and a red badge on the blazer pocket.  He remembers one 
particular teacher who he described as a favourite who looked after him at school. 
Tony had severe asthma and he remembers how his teacher took a shine to him, 
when he was regularly carted off with asthma attacks, his teacher was often there 
to attend him.  He was thrilled when he was told that he had passed his eleven-plus, 
because it meant that he could go onto Derby Grammar School for boys where his 
brother was. His parents later started to manage public houses and at this point 
Tony was moved from school to school. He didn’t fare well with his exams at 
secondary school and left with very few qualifications.  
 
Nic (private school) 
The school Nic attended was a private school in rural Derbyshire. He was born in 
May 1956. The school was a boys’ school with a large intake for pupils aged five to 
thirteen.  His mother was a housekeeper and sometimes an agricultural worker and 
his father was a marketing and sales executive.  The school was in a large Georgian 
building built in the 1760s by a local landowner. Nic described it as ‘big, old, 
unreformed and chilly’. There was a purpose-built gym and stage which had been 
added when it became a school in the 1950s. Some parts were newer than others. 
Part of the school was in the coach house; part of the school was in what would 
have been the servants’ quarters when it was a stately home. The classrooms were 
all on the ground floor with a central courtyard area which was typical in larger 
Georgian houses. There were corridors going all the way round and classrooms 
were all distributed across the corridor. There were two large staircases. There was 
a master staircase which went down to a splendid Georgian wood panelled hall and 
the boys were not allowed down that. There was a back staircase which was the old 
servant staircase which the boys used to travel between the different levels of the 
house. Nic remembered that about three quarters of the boys were boarders and 
the other boys came and went each day. He described a busy day for the boarders; 
prayers at breakfast before 8.00am; lessons started around 9.00am through to lunch 
at about 12.30pm. After lunch, there were three hours of activities until 4.00pm; then 






Pen portrait 1977 to 1987 
This period signalled a political and ideological shift in education from child-centred 
practice, to a more controlled and centralised education system. The trust and 
autonomy granted to teachers over the decades since 1944 was coming to an end. 
Concerns centred on the ineffective teaching of a broad curriculum and some 
subjects were deemed to be neglected (Tomlinson, 1993), the Tyndale Affair was a 
catalyst for the erosion of teacher autonomy. Because people were becoming more 
upwardly mobile the differences in education were being noticed and questions of 
equity were being raised. In light of a national and global economic crisis (McKenzie, 
2001) attention turned again to the purpose of education, and education was to be 
the vehicle to serve the country’s economy.  
 
Political parties and education acts 1977 to 1987 
Period in Office Party and Prime Minister Education Minister 
4 May 1979 - 28 Nov 1990  Conservative: Margaret 
Thatcher 
Mark Carlisle: 5 May 1979        
Sir Keith Joseph: 14 Sept 1981  
Kenneth Baker: 21 May 1986 
John MacGregor: 24 July 1989  
Kenneth Clarke: 2 Nov 1990 
Education Acts and significant reports: 1977 to 1987 
• HMI surveys 1978-85: In response to Plowden's suggestion that the quality of 
education in England should be reviewed every ten years, HMI produced, 
between 1978 and 1985, five major surveys covering the whole school age range:  
 1978 Primary education in England   
  1979 Aspects of secondary education in England   
 1982 Education 5 to 9   
 1983 9-13 Middle Schools   
 1985 Education 8 to 12 in Combined and Middle Schools  
• Education Act 1979, repealed Labour's 1976 Act, allowed LEAs to retain selective 
secondary schools.  
• Education Act 1980 instituted the assisted places scheme (public money for 
children to go to private schools), gave parents greater powers on governing 
bodies and over admissions, and removed LEAs' obligation to provide school milk 
and meals.  
• Education Act 1981 based on the 1978 Warnock Report, gave parents new rights 
in relation to special needs.  
• Education Act 1986 required LEAs to give governors information on funding.  
• Education (No. 2) Act 1986 required LEAs to state policies, governors to publish 
annual reports and hold parents' meetings; laid down rules on admissions, 
political indoctrination and sex education; abolished corporal punishment; ended 








Suzanne (state school) 
Suzanne attended a rural, village state school. She was born in 1980 and started 
school in 1984.  Suzanne’s father worked as an engineer and her mother 
predominantly a stay at home Mum. The school was mixture of architecture, partly 
an old Victorian school, redbrick with a pointed roof and then the rest of it was a 
standard 1960s building. The children didn’t have to wear a uniform, and Suzanne 
remembers that her and her two sisters did lots of learning activities at home with 
their parents. She loved school, she enjoyed being with her friends and described 
herself as a socialite having lots of friends. She was aware that she was very able, 
she enjoyed the competition of finishing first and getting things right. At play time 
she enjoyed playing with the boys, a self-confessed tomboy. She recalled the 
camaraderie of her classmates and how well they all got along together. There were 
41 children in her class. The school had a warm supportive atmosphere, it was a 
very white middle class school. Suzanne said she knew nothing about diversity in 
her primary school years. Because it was a rural village school everyone knew each 
other inside and outside school. The families went to church together, swimming 
together, they were known in lots of different contexts, it had a real community feel.  
 
Jon (state school) 
Born in March 1971, Jon started primary school in 1975 at a separate infant and 
junior school in a Derby suburb. Jon described the area as a middle class, fairly 
affluent suburb of Derby. It was a state school. His mother stayed at home and his 
father was a lawyer, and still is now. Jon remembered how in the winter the boiler 
would regularly break, so the classrooms would be freezing cold, and rather than 
sending people home, the children did exercises at the start of the day to warm up, 
and they would wear their coats and gloves in the classroom. The children would 
arrive in the playground a quarter of an hour before school started, and then the bell 
would ring. Everyone stood still, and was called into school, class by class. He 
remembers wearing shorts, ‘if it was minus 10 and snow on the ground, we still wore 
shorts and sensible black shoes, and a proper tie.’  The children contributed to the 
annual harvest festival and would bring in food, a tin of potatoes and two apples and 
Jon remembers bringing in mushroom baskets, the cardboard ones with the metal 





people, or local elderly people. He remembered it to be odd, that they were taking 
the tins round to people who didn’t need seem to need anything. They also 
celebrated World Children’s Day, once every year they would come dressed as a 
child from another part of the world. He said people would make it easy and come 
as an American child, with a skateboard and a pair of jeans, others would dress up 
in the Welsh national costume. He remembers his friendships, creating ice slides on 
the playground, snowball fights, playing football and British bulldog. 
 
Emily (state-church school) 
The school Emily attended was a church school in a suburb of Derby. It was a 
Church of England primary school. Emily was born in October 1980 and commenced 
her primary education in 1985. Her mother was a housewife and her father was a 
consultant microbiologist, she had three older brothers and sisters. She remembers 
the school having a two-form intake, with a lovely hall and big lunchroom. She 
described an activity they all undertook after lunch, USSR, which was: uninterrupted, 
sustained, silent reading. She described school as being ‘fairly god oriented’.  They 
wore a uniform, mainly black and remembered wearing ‘really tatty, tatty sweatshirts’ 
probably hand downs from her siblings.   At lunch in Year 6 the children were the 
servers, dishing out the school lunches for the younger pupils. She recalled house-
points and the winning house were rewarded with a disco at the end of each term. 
She also described a tuck shop selling ‘loads of crappy food every playtime’.  Emily 
remembered the head teacher being disinterested and disengaged in the children 
at school. She was a hard-working pupil, with a sense of humour who (as she 
described) could be a bit of a clown. 
 
Sally (private school) 
Sally attended a private girls’ school in a suburb of Derby. She was born in March 
1977 and commenced primary school in 1981, the school was a through school and 
ranged from infants through to sixth form.  There were about twenty to twenty-five 
per class, her father worked in computer sales and her mother worked in 
administration at a photography agency. She remembered having to learn times 
tables and being asked to stand and go up to the teacher one by one and recite 





to the teacher, she was nervous in the playground, repeating it over and over in her 
head. In one class she was asked to take a note to the head teacher, normally it 
was the head girl of the junior school who would be asked to do jobs like that, so 
she knew it was something unusual, she later learned that the teacher wanted her 
to leave the room, so he could tell the class that Sally was going to be wearing 
glasses and was worried about it, and asked the children to show kindness.  
 
Pen portrait 1988 to 1998 
This decade is probably most signified for the government control of education. The 
1988 Education Reform Act, increased the powers of school governors, gave 
parents more choice in where to send their children to school and established the 
implementation of the National Curriculum in 1988, accompanied by testing of 
children at the end of each key stage and a powerful focus on performativity through 
competition, marketisation, traditionalism, league tables and inspections. 
 
Political parties and education acts 1988 to 1998 
Period in Office Party and Prime Minister Education Minister              
(Department for Education 
created 1992 replaced with 
market 1995 – 2001) 
28 Nov 1990 - 2 May 1997  Conservative: John Major John Patten: 10 April 1992              
Gillian Shepard: 20 July 1994 
2 May 1997 - 27 Jun 2007  Labour: Tony Blair David Blunkett: 2 May 1997             
Estelle Morris: 8 June 2001             
Charles Clarke: 24 Oct 2002               
Ruth Kelly: 15 Dec 2004                     
Alan Johnson: 5 May 2006 
Education Acts and significant reports: 1988 to 1998 
• Education Reform Act 1988 major act establishing the National Curriculum, testing 
regime, Local Management of Schools (LMS) etc.   
• Education (Schools) Act 1992 new arrangements for the inspection of schools led 
to the creation of Ofsted (Office for Standards in Education).  
• Education Act 1993 changed the funding of GM schools, laid down rules for pupil 
exclusions and for 'failing' schools, abolished NCC and SEAC and replaced them 
with the School Curriculum and Assessment Authority (SCAA), defined special 
educational needs.  
• Dearing Report (1994) Review of the National Curriculum, ‘slimming down’ of 
content and simplification of assessment arrangements. 
• Education Act 1994 established the Teacher Training Authority (TTA) and laid 
down new regulations relating to student unions.  
• Education Act 1996 huge act mainly consolidating all education acts since 1944.  
• Education Act 1997 wide-ranging but much watered down because of the 
forthcoming general election. Abolished NCVQ and SCAA and replaced them with 





• Education (Schools) Act 1997 abolished the assisted places scheme and proposed 
binding home-school agreements (the latter not implemented).  
• White Paper Excellence in schools formed the basis of the 1998 School Standards 
and Framework Act. 
 
Ryan (state school) 
Ryan was born in February 1988, he started school in 1992 and attended a state 
primary school in a suburb of Derby. His father worked selling insurance and then 
he became a football manager for an Irish team. His mother worked for a ceramics 
company.  School was a traditional brick building with the juniors at one end and the 
infants at the other. There were about 30 children in each class. Their uniform 
consisted of a navy-blue jumper, a white polo shirt, grey trousers and black school 
shoes. Ryan described school as a bit of a conveyor belt. The classrooms were laid 
out from reception to year 6 and every year the children moved up and slightly to 
the right along the building, ‘Erm, so I suppose it felt like you were going through the 
motions.’ There was little change in terms of the teachers, and everything seemed 
very established and very stable. Ryan was a shy, quiet pupil, well behaved and 
hard working. Each day there was assembly where the children would chant ‘Good 
morning’ whoever and ‘Good morning everyone!’ There was a hymn or song on an 
overhead projector in hall, in year 6 it was considered cool for students to operate 
the projector and they would do it in pairs over a one-half term. It was seen as a 
privilege, sitting at the front on the chairs, the children considered it a high-profile 
position. 
 
Amy (state school) 
The primary school Amy went to no longer exists. At the time, it was a large, inner 
city state school that she would have first attended in 1993. Amy’s mother was a HR 
manager, Amy remembers she was just starting out in HR at that time and was going 
to university to complete her degree in the evenings. Her father worked night shifts 
at DHL, in the warehouse. Amy was born in March 1988 and remembers her school 
as being a big, old, outdated, Victorian building. There was a big hall at the end that 
was once a church, the children made up rumours that it was haunted. There was a 
large dining hall with the classrooms coming off it in a long line. Assembly was held 





they were allowed to sit on the benches at the back of the hall. This was a status 
symbol and very important to Amy and her peers. She remembered a mixture of 
being talked to and some singing.  They would sing Beatles’ songs, and pop songs. 
Now, as an adult she recognises that the songs they sang weren’t the regular hymns 
being sung by her peers in other schools. At lunch time the children were given 
different times to go into the hall, they queued round the outside of the hall to get 
their dinner, then the tray with all the different compartments, once they had eaten 
they could go out play. She could remember eating pink custard with a little 
chocolate brownie and turkey twizzlers.  
 
Theresa (state-church school) 
Theresa attended a Catholic primary school in inner city Derby. She was born in 
December 1989. The school was quite close to her house and she walked to school, 
she said her mum was often late so she would walk there by herself. School was 
located in a residential area with lots of houses nearby, not really any greenery apart 
from on the school field. Theresa fancied the idea of being at a rural school rather 
than the inner city one she attended. She remembered the teachers being engaged 
and everybody knowing each other well. Teachers managed their classrooms well 
unlike secondary school which was more chaotic ‘I never did this, but people would 
lock teachers in cupboards, and it was kids ruling the roost. It was not like that at 
primary school.’  Theresa’s mother had lots of different jobs, she worked in a care 
home as a care assistant, and then she went to college to train as a beauty therapist. 
She would always practice beauty treatments at home, and wax or dye Theresa’s 
eyebrows. Theresa’s father was a surveyor, and he just had one job.  Every morning 
the register was taken and there were lots of different subjects. At 11:15am there 
was a crisp break. Every week a different class would go to church and the children 
weren’t allowed crisps ahead of church because they were going to have the body 
of Christ. She collapsed once in church so was always allowed to eat crisps before 
church after that.    
 
Claire (private school) 
Born in August 1979, Claire was one of the youngest children in the year. She 





Children could board there from the age of eleven.  When she first attended it was 
a very small school with approximately 100 pupils. She remembers there being 
hardly any children in the primary phase. She recalls four classes of 12 - 13 children 
in the juniors, and there was a small kindergarten. Claire’s parents were self-
employed, and they owned what was called a car market where people could go 
and buy and sell cars. On a Sunday, they would hire different multi-story car parks 
all over the country, in those days the shops would have been closed. The school 
was once a house. The playground was in front of the main building with a long drive 
leading up to it, you went in through a big black door; Claire said it was like going 
into Chatsworth. In the entrance was a great big, stone staircase, which was really 
wide, with a handrail that went upstairs. Upstairs was all the junior classrooms and 
the staff room; downstairs were the classrooms for the children in the preparatory 
provision. There were huge grounds and a large rose garden and an orchard. 
Everybody had the same brown school shoes, as they came in through the front 
door they went upstairs to where the pegs were and change their shoes.  Black 
outdoor shoes and brown indoor shoes. And the indoor shoes stayed by the 
children’s peg all year, and nobody was allowed to go outside wearing indoor shoes. 
Claire was an animated and lively child, she was well behaved and remembered 
having lots of freedom to play outside and explore the grounds.  
 
Pen portrait 1999 to 2009 
By 1999, the curriculum had undergone a number of reviews, the Labour 
government were enjoying their second term in office, and the government were 
confident that they had raised standards in primary schools. The new Education 
Secretary Estelle Morris introduced the White Paper Schools: Achieving Success, 
designed to introduce specialist schools and establish City Academies. New 
leadership, autonomy from the local authority and opportunities to raise educational 
achievement were at the heart of this initiative.  At the end of this decade to address 
the concerns high numbers of young people who were not in education, employment 
or training the education leaving age was raised to 18.  
 
Political parties and education acts 1999 to 2009 
Period in Office Party and Prime Minister Education Minister               





Schools and Families created 
2007, replaced by Department 
of Education in 2010) 
2 May 1997 - 27 Jun 
2007  
Labour: Tony Blair  Ed Balls: 28 June 2007 
27 Jun 2007 - 11 May 
2010  
Labour: Gordon Brown 
Education Acts and significant reports: 1999 to 2009  
• Education Act 2002 wide ranging Act which implemented the proposals in the 
2001 white paper.  
• Education Act 2005 mostly concerned with changes to the inspection regime.  
• 2007 Education department split in two: Department for Children, Schools and 
Families (DCSF, Ed Balls), and Department of Innovation, Universities and Skills 
(DIUS, John Denham).  
• The Children's Plan 2007 ambitious plan for all future government policy relating 
to children, families and schools.  
• Education and Skills Act 2008 raised the education leaving age to 18; Key Stage 
3 SATs effectively abolished. 
 
Chloe (state school) 
The school Chloe attended was a state primary school in a suburb of Derby. She 
was born in November 1995 and is the youngest of the narrators. Her mother worked 
in the civil service for DWP, and her father worked as a photographer in a university, 
she remembers he came to school once to give a careers talk and brought a pen for 
all the children. There were six classrooms in the infants with about 20-25 in a class. 
The children had coat hooks in all the rooms and drawers under their desks. The 
infants had their own playground, which was much smaller than the juniors with an 
oak tree next to the playground, it was enormous and was the symbol for the 
school. In the middle of the school was an assembly hall, which connected all the 
classrooms, there was a small library at the top, and the head teacher’s office was 
in the infants building. Between the infants and juniors was a conservatory, where 
music lessons were taken. The junior school building was much bigger, and there 
were two classrooms per year. There was a larger library, a larger assembly hall 
and the dining area where people had school dinners. Chloe’s father used to walk 
her to school and would always stay and wave her in as they walked up the path 
into lessons. Chloe thoroughly enjoyed school although she said she 
preferred secondly school, she thought herself as mature for her age and felt a lot 
more challenged in secondary school. But primary school had a very friendly 







Nathan (state school) 
Nathan was born in January 1993. He attended an inner-city community primary 
school. His mother worked as a HR manager; he said she went to university quite 
late, at the age of 25 or 26 she was very young when Nathan was born. The school 
was quite a small school, at the top of a hill, with not many pupils. There were three 
or four buildings separated from each other, the nursery on one side and it was all 
connected by a big playground. He was dropped off quite early because his mum 
worked early, every morning Nathan attended the breakfast club and at the end of 
the day he went to the after-school club. He was at school from half past seven in 
the morning until five o’clock at night. His mum worked throughout the whole day, 
and there was no one else to pick him up. At playtime, he remembers the whistle 
being blown and everyone ran to line up and they walked into school in a line. 
Nathan really enjoyed playtime. Although he remembers a dinner lady, she 
described her as one of the loudest dinner ladies, ‘the loudest, angriest woman I’ve 
ever met in my life. She was just extreme; she was shouting all the time. I don’t think 
she ever spoke; she’d just be like ‘CHILDREN! Children!’ all the time’. Nathan was 
a bright child, a good reader, an accomplished musician and he did well in both 
primary and secondary school. 
 
Sadie (state-church school) 
Born in July 1994, Sadie attended a small, state, village school. It was a Church of 
England school. Sadie’s mother was a cleaner and worked as a barmaid in a local 
pub and her father had his own printing business. The school was small, built of red 
brick, with large classrooms. It was old fashioned inside with four big classrooms 
and a room for assembly. There were two bathrooms, a little craft room, and a 
cooking room.  There was a small L-shaped playground, with nothing much to play 
with. Sadie remembers them having more to play with when supermarket vouchers 
were collected for sports equipment. There were about 80 – 90 pupils in the school 
but the numbers decreased over time and by the time Sadie left school there were 
only about sixty pupils. There were fifteen people in her year, four boys and eleven 
girls. She remembers that most people got to school between half eight and nine 





the bell rang. There was assembly every day after the register. In the morning there 
would be English and maths lessons, and, in the afternoon, the other subjects would 
be taught. Sadie liked school, she enjoyed playing with her friends and her favourite 
subject was PSHE.  
 
Katy (private school) 
Katy went to a private school for girls in a Derby suburb. She was born in May 1989. 
The school had a kindergarten, and infant school, a junior school, senior school and 
a sixth form, with about 20 children in each class.  She remembered that two old 
ladies had once lived in the kindergarten and that this part of the school was older 
and more old fashioned than the junior building. The junior building was more up to 
date with laminate floors and modern furniture. They were seated in rows of two per 
desk. The children had to walk past the head teacher’s office to get to their 
classroom and year 3 was downstairs and years 4, 5, 6 were upstairs.  School 
started at 9 o’clock with the register and then assembly where they sang hymns and 
said prayers.  Lessons would start at about quarter to ten.  At lunch time the girls 
sat in groups of eight and the year 6 girls served the food. The school held an annual 
speech day, a formal affair which Katy remembers as being very strict. The children 
weren’t allowed to turn their heads or go to the toilet or have a drink. They would all 
face the middle of the hall, and the stage was on the left, they weren’t allowed to 
turn their bodies, only their heads. Katy was a creative pupil who enjoyed drama 
subjects and joined with many of the creative activities on offer at school. She 















Appendix 2: Political and Educational Chronology   
 
Political parties 1944 to 2016   
10 May 1940 - 26 Jul 1945    Winston Spencer-Churchill (Conservative)   
26 Jul 1945 - 26 Oct 1951   Clement Attlee (Labour)   
26 Oct 1951 - 5 Apr 1955   Winston Spencer-Churchill (Conservative from 
24/4/53)    
6 Apr 1955 - 9 Jan 1957   Sir Anthony Eden (Conservative)   
10 Jan 1957 - 18 Oct 1963   Harold Macmillan (Conservative)   
19 Oct 1963 - 16 Oct 1964   Alexander Frederick Earl of Home (Conservative, from 
23/10/63)   
16 Oct 1964 - 19 Jun 1970   Harold Wilson (Labour)   
19 Jun 1970 - 4 Mar 1974   Edward Heath (Conservative)   
4 Mar 1974 - 5 Apr 1976   Harold Wilson (Labour)   
5 Apr 1976 - 4 May 1979   James Callaghan (Labour)   
4 May 1979 - 28 Nov 1990   Margaret Thatcher (Conservative)   
28 Nov 1990 - 2 May 1997   John Major (Conservative)   
2 May 1997 - 27 Jun 2007   Tony Blair (Labour)   
27 Jun 2007 - 11 May 2010   Gordon Brown (Labour)   
11 May 2010 - 13 Jul 2016   David Cameron (Conservative/Liberal Democrat 
Coalition)   
13 Jul 2016 - 24 July 2019 Theresa May (Conservative)   
24 July 2019 - current Boris Johnson (Conservative) 
  
Education Acts 1944 to 2016  
  
1944 to 1954   
Education Act 1944 the 'Butler Act' set the structure of the post-war system of state 
education.   
Education Act 1946 set out arrangements for the management of voluntary and 
controlled schools.    
1955 to 1965   
Education Act 1959 gave the Minister greater powers relating to grants and loans 
to aided schools and special agreement schools.   
Education Act 1962 required LEAs to provide students with grants for living costs 
and tuition fees; placed legal obligation on parents to ensure that children received a 
suitable education at school or otherwise - failure to comply could result in 
prosecution; made LEAs legally responsible for ensuring that pupils attended 
school.   
Education Act 1964 the 'Boyle Act' allowed the creation of middle schools.  
  
1966 to 1976   
Plowden Report Children and their Primary Schools 1967 arguably the best 
known of all education reports, it promoted child-centred education and was much 





Education Act 1967 gave the Secretary of State greater powers in relation to grants 
and loans to aided and special agreement schools etc.   
Education Act 1968 laid down rules about changing the character of a school (eg to 
comprehensive).   
Education (No. 2) Act 1968 made further provision for the government of colleges 
of education, other further education institutions and special schools maintained by 
local education authorities.    
Education (Handicapped Children) Act 1970 transferred responsibility for 
education of severely handicapped children from health authorities to LEAs.   
Education Act 1973 provisions relating to certain educational trusts and local 
education authority awards.   
Education Act 1975 amended the law relating to local education authority grants, 
awards to students at adult education colleges, and increased central government 
funding for aided and special agreement schools.   
Education Act 1976 gave the Secretary of State the power to ask LEAs to plan for 
non-selective (ie comprehensive) secondary education (repealed by the 
Conservatives in 1979).   
1976 School Education in England: problems and initiatives the so-called 
'Yellow Book', prepared by the DES, set out the state of school education in England 
in the mid-1970s.    
1977 to 1987   
HMI surveys 1978-85: In response to Plowden's suggestion that the quality of 
education in England should be reviewed every ten years, HMI produced, between 
1978 and 1985, five major surveys covering the whole school age range:   
1978 Primary education in England    
1979 Aspects of secondary education in England    
1982 Education 5 to 9    
1983 9-13 Middle Schools    
1985 Education 8 to 12 in Combined and Middle Schools   
Education Act 1979 repealed Labour's 1976 Act - allowed LEAs to retain selective 
secondary schools.   
Education Act 1980 instituted the assisted places scheme (public money for 
children to go to private schools), gave parents greater powers on governing bodies 
and over admissions, and removed LEAs' obligation to provide school milk and 
meals.   
Education Act 1981 based on the 1978 Warnock Report, gave parents new rights 
in relation to special needs.   
Education Act 1986 required LEAs to give governors information on funding.   
Education (No. 2) Act 1986 required LEAs to state policies, governors to publish 
annual reports and hold parents' meetings; laid down rules on admissions, political 
indoctrination and sex education; abolished corporal punishment; ended Secretary 
of State's duty to make annual reports.    
1988 to 1998   
Education Reform Act 1988 major act establishing the National Curriculum, testing 
regime, Local Management of Schools (LMS) etc.    
Education (Schools) Act 1992 new arrangements for the inspection of schools led 
to the creation of Ofsted (Office for Standards in Education).   
Education Act 1993 changed the funding of GM schools, laid down rules for pupil 





with the School Curriculum and Assessment Authority (SCAA), defined special 
educational needs.   
Education Act 1994 established the Teacher Training Authority (TTA) and laid 
down new regulations relating to student unions.   
Education Act 1996 huge act mainly consolidating all education acts since 1944.   
Education Act 1997 wide-ranging but much watered down because of the 
forthcoming general election. Abolished NCVQ and SCAA and replaced them with 
the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA).    
Education (Schools) Act 1997 abolished the assisted places scheme and 
proposed binding home-school agreements (the latter not implemented).   
White Paper Excellence in schools formed the basis of the 1998 School 
Standards and Framework Act.    
1999 to 2009   
Education Act 2002 wide ranging Act which implemented the proposals in the 2001 
white paper.   
Education Act 2005 mostly concerned with changes to the inspection regime.   
2007 Education department split in two: Department for Children, Schools and 
Families (DCSF, Ed Balls), and Department of Innovation, Universities and Skills 
(DIUS, John Denham).   
The Children's Plan 2007 ambitious plan for all future government policy relating to 
children, families and schools.   
Education and Skills Act 2008 raised the education leaving age to 18; Key Stage 3 
SATs effectively abolished.    
2010 to current   
Children, Schools and Families Act 2010 based on 2009 white paper but much 
reduced because of the impending election.   
Academies Act 2010 (27 July) provided for massive and rapid expansion of 
academies.   
White paper The Importance of Teaching 2010 (24 November) wide-ranging 
document covering teaching, leadership, behaviour, new schools, accountability 
etc.   
Education Act 2011 (15 November) increased schools' powers relating to 
pupil behaviour and exclusions, further diminished the role of local authorities, 
further expansion of academies etc.   
White Paper Reform 2012 of provision for children and young people with Special 
Educational Needs (September) its recommendations formed the basis of Part 3 of 
the 2014 Children and Families Act (see below).   
Education and Adoption Bill 2015 (3 June) aimed to speed up the conversion of 
local authority schools into academies.    







Appendix 3: Interview schema 
 
Please confirm your name and date of birth  
 
Can you tell me about…? 
1. The school you attended, was there a uniform 
2. Location of the school 
3. The kind of primary school you attended 
4. What your parents did 
5. The kind of pupil you were 
 
How do you remember…? 
6. The school building 
7. The classrooms 
8. The school day 
9. Any routines, traditions or annual events 
10. What you liked best/least about school  
11. Your friends at school 
12. The games you played 
 
Can you tell me about…?  
13. Subjects or lessons that you were taught at primary school  
14. Your teachers 
15. Any books you read  
16. Any homework you were given 






Appendix 4: Verbatim Transcript 
Initiation phase 
Researcher:  I wonder if we can start by you just sharing what you remember about the 
school you attended? 
Rosemary: I think err… it was just an everyday state school. Erm, from what I remember, it 
was a large, quite err err old fashioned, err kind of traditional type school building. Erm… the 
normal sort of erm playground, but it was a building that erm erm, I don’t if it must’ve been 
one big building at one point, but it was split into two. Erm… I’m trying to think… I can see it, 
do you want me to tell you what it looked like inside?  
Researcher: Yes please, what do you remember?   
Rosemary: Erm I could tell you all of my teachers as well, I’ve erm got quite a good erm 
memory. So, there were probably one, two, three…  probably about four classrooms. Huge 
hall, erm… that big playground, [pause] I’m trying not to get it mixed up with my erm infant’s 
school. Sometimes your erm memories go. I mean it wasn’t sort of the new style schools that 
you might see nowadays, erm very high walls, I suppose erm when I think about it the 
windows, they were quite high, high up, you couldn’t see out of them. 
Researcher: And do you remember anything about the school day, what the school day was 
like, how you got to school?  
Rosemary: Okay let’s have a think… Oh, oh okay, we had lots of fun getting to school, 
because I lived over on XXX Street, which is quite close to erm XXX. And erm so, to get over 
to the junior school, sometimes we would walk up XXX. My friend lived next door, in the 
Hotel, her parents were managers there, and erm sometimes I would walk down towards 
XXX Street, but what we erm erm used to do quite often was we erm used to go on our 
roller-skates. Erm erm I mean it was quicker, so we used to put our roller-skates on, and 
then skate all the way to school, and my friend’s grandma lived on XXX Street, so we used 
to leave our roller-skates there then walk the rest, it was quite fun that we used to do that, 
then err we would roller-skate all the way home.  I don’t remember too much of what 
happened when we got there, erm I think we must’ve, erm  I do remember being on the 
playground, erm  I’m not sure that we had to line up outside, I think we’d just go straight in. 
Probably because I was late, I don’t know erm I can’t remember. Erm, but we used to, I can 
remember where the, where we erm used to hang our coats. We used to all have our 
names, and then we would also have an assembly. That was every morning, without fail, 
and erm… I’m just trying to think. So many different classes.  
Coding starts 
Researcher: That’s ok, what do you remember about the school day, lessons, being at 
school?  
Rosemary: Oh right, okay, well erm I can remember, well I think I was erm quite kooky, I’m 
quite a shy person, erm but at that particular time before secondary school broke me 
(PERSONAL REFLECTION), I remember being quite full of myself, going into erm school, 
the sort of first year of junior school, our teacher was, erm I can’t remember erm her name 
but she could sing and she had the most amazing voice, so we seemed to have a lot of 
music classes for some reason. I can’t remember learning anything else much in that year. 





old (AGE), well she certainly seemed old to us, erm her name was Mrs Grand (pseudonym), 
and she was a big lady, real erm good size, and she used to take us swimming, so that was 
fun, you know we were being taught to swim, and of course she had her swimming costume 
and she was just… [laughs] and she taught us how to swim.  And so I remember, in that 
class, I think they taught us how knit, I remember knitting a little teddy bear. Erm, and we did 
all the embroidery, there erm was a lot of erm sewing, there was reading and writing, I was 
very, very good at reading (CURRICULUM), I was always in the top group for reading. And 
erm the writing I can remember, erm when we were taught how to write (ABILITY), it was 
sort of in a script with loops, you know it’s very different to how children are taught now. 
Everything was on the right-hand slant, with the loops, and so my writing even now, it’s not 
on the slant but it has lots of loops (Handwriting). And then erm the next year, I think they 
said, oh no we’re not going to do that now. I’ve never really caught up with that, it was just, 
well… teach me one thing, teach me something else. Mathematics(CURRICULUM) I 
struggled with because I just didn’t get it (ABILITY). And yet I love maths, I love sort of the 
problem-solving in the maths, but at erm school, I’d have to go to remedial maths, and I 
wasn’t good enough. That was about the only time my parents ever came into school 
(PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT). Because they called them in said, I don’t remember much of 
it, but they had to go and buy this big maths book, and they’d got to help me at home with 
my maths. Which is a bit odd really, because I loved maths. What else did we do in that 
class? We did a erm… a bit of country dancing. And I think because, I suppose at that time, I 
must’ve been about ten, they were preparing us for the eleven-plus (EXAMINATIONS), but 
we didn’t know what that was all about. But the last class in the school, there were actually 
two classes you could go into, so I think one class was called the ‘hard workers class’, and 
then the other class was the one we went into. And I remember I really loved going into the 
class that I was, I never really understood why I wasn’t with my friend in the other class, 
where they were doing all the hard work, but what we were doing, we were reading and 
writing. We had lots of story time (READING ALOUD), erm I was a milk monitor, at whatever 
point, I can’t remember what time it was, the teacher, her name was Mrs Goodness, but we 
called her Mrs Badness because she was very, very stern (TEACHER PERSONALITY). She 
would smack you around the back of the head, we did as we was told, we were very, I mean 
I don’t remember being scared but really it was you do as I say or else(CORPORAL 
PUNISHMENT). Perhaps I was very well behaved, but I was chosen to collect all the milk 
crates, a big stack of milk crates outside in the playground. I was going out, lifting the milk 
crate onto the trolley, and then I’d bring the trolley in and deliver the milk to all of the 
classrooms. That was seen as quite a privilege. Another erm erm erm thing I got to do in that 
class was that I used to make the teachers’ tea at break time, and again this was such a 
privilege, you know ‘oh Rosemary, you’ve been so hardworking, so good, you can go and 
put the kettle on, put the biscuits out, make the tea in the tea pot for the teachers’ (PUPIL 
TEACHER RELATIONSHIP). And then I erm would go after break, and they would erm 
always leave some biscuits on a plate to say thank you. And I erm used to think ‘oh this is 
great! I love this, wow!’ and I suppose years later, through my own studies, I realised I 
suppose that I wasn’t in the hard-workers class, although I was erm hard working I 
recognised that I was being prepared for secondary school (INEQUALITY). Factory, home, 
you know, and I mean I was fortunate enough, erm I don’t know if this is relevant to you but 
you can cut it out if it isn’t, but when I did eventually leave school, I actually went and worked 
in an office, but I actually wanted to teach but I wasn’t at the right kind of school to be able to 
do that. But going back to the junior school, something else we did was music, and we were 
taught how to play the recorder. So in our erm class, we were the ones that played the 
recorder in assembly, but all of those in the hard working class I think were being prepared 
for the eleven-plus, I guess. And then when the eleven-plus, or these tests because I didn’t 
know that it was called the eleven-plus, I just erm remember having to do tests, I don’t 
remember erm anything English related, but it was a maths test that we did, there these 
sums that had these little dots in them, and we hadn’t seen any of those before. And I 
thought, ‘what is a 2 and 0 and a dot one plus..?’, I mean this was 1969, so before the 





home and saying to my dad, ‘we did this really strange maths test today, what’s this funny 
dot?’ and my dad didn’t really know what to say. Being a bit older it was all very new to them 
as well. And erm of course, we found out they were erm decimals. But we weren’t erm 
taught, I suppose the curriculum that would enable us to pass that, we just had a go and 
went in, and did what we could.   
Researcher: What do you remember about that, your group?  
Rosemary: Well we must have been aware, we just saw it as they’re the hard work group, 
the kids that are doing hard work, or harder work than us. But I don’t think we appreciated 
that they were going to be the grammar school kids, and we were going to be secondary 
school. I remember, Mrs Wellington the head teacher, coming in to talk to us, and I think at 
some point we must have been aware that we’d taken the eleven-plus, but I can’t quite 
remember some of that. Because we were waiting for results, and it was ‘oo we’re going to 
find out if we’ve passed the eleven-plus’ that’s where some of the memories go. And I think 
we were all waiting excited, ‘are we going to xxx?’. And erm the headteacher came into the 
room, and she said, I can still remember vividly, her coming in and ‘well of course you all 
know the children that are in this class never do pass their eleven-plus’. And I thought, I 
remember us all sighing, and I thought, well no we didn’t know that. It was as though that 
decision had already been made, and I suppose with my academic head on, I’m thinking 
hang on a minute! Right, where are my rights! But you erm wouldn’t have known as a child 
to say ‘’excuse me but I want to go in that class please, because I want to go and do… 
teach” or go to… no xxx was more of a technical school, my sister went to xxx, because I 
think she just scraped through, or just quite. She’d have been in the hard-working class.   
Researcher: Do you remember if there was any homework at school?  
Rosemary: Erm… no, I don’t remember any homework. Except for the mathematics, 
because I wasn’t so good, apparently. That was the red pen, see me over everything, but I 
didn’t, there was no way, I was too frightened to go and see the teacher. [laughs]  
Researcher: Do you remember any traditional annual events, or anything like that at all?  
Rosemary: I remember being in the nativity in the junior school. And I was one of the three 
kings, I was the black king, and I don’t know what they put on my face, but my parents went 
crazy when I got home because it wouldn’t wash off, whatever it was. I had all this black stuff 
(reflection on ERA) , and I can still remember again, another nativity, I remember very much 
singing Hark the Herald Angels Sing. Still one of my favourites, because I can still remember 
you know standing there as an angel. Erm, other events… I don’t remember much else… 
PE, swimming, that was getting out and about. We did the apparatus in all of those, we did 
country dancing.  
Researcher: So you’ve talked about the fact that you did music, and you said country 
dancing, and maths and English…?   
Rosemary: Yes, yes… certainly did reading. Erm… what else did we do? I don’t remember 
any geography or history. I erm think it was mainly English or maths. I erm don’t think we 
even did anything science based. We did a lot of standing at the front… and erm… times 
tables. And that terrified me, and even now, you know my dad used to try and test me before 
he died a few years ago, he’d still say ‘what are seven eights?’ and it frightened me so 
much. I erm just erm couldn’t think, the mental maths side of things… but give me a 
problem, and let me sit and solve it and work it out, I’ll go deeper and deeper and deeper 





you’d got to do it NOW, do it now, come on come on, are you thick or what (TEACHER 
PROFESSIONALISM)?   
Researcher: Did teachers say that to you?  
Rosemary: Oh, we were called stupid and thick all day. I remember that. Erm, I can’t 
remember particulars but that was the general... Yeah.  
Researcher: So you talked a little bit about teachers, can you remember what the teachers 
were like generally?  
Rosemary: Oh no, no that was in secondary school. I liked her. In junior school, no not 
really. There were stern… erm… [pause]  
Researcher: What did you think of them?  
Rosemary: I respected them. Oh, we were… [pause] I wasn’t terrified of them, but we 
certainly had respect for our teachers, and we didn’t want to get caught [laughs].  
Researcher: What do you think they thought about you? As a class, and as a person.  
Rosemary: [pause] well… erm I think they just saw me as being a very quiet, shy person. I 
was very well behaved. But then I had strict parents, so it was sort of part of the… you loved 
your dad, but my word, he only had to look at us. There was no answering back. I certainly 
wouldn’t have dared to have done that at school. I erm remember erm having German 
measles once, and nipping over onto Cedar Street into the local shop, and id still got all of 
these spots, and my teacher happened to be there and she said ‘oh, Rosemary, what are 
you doing here?’ because I’d obviously not been to school because of all the spots, and I 
showed her. And it’s a good job I could show it. But I was really frightened, I thought oh gosh 
I’ve been caught, but it was genuine you know. But we were, I suppose we were very 
respectful.   
Researcher: And what games did you play at school, can you remember playing any 
games?  
Rosemary: Oh we played, elastic was the main one (TRADITIONAL GAMES). You know, 
erm the elastic around your ankles, and I remember erm playing that one a lot. Actually, I 
remember jumping into the elastic and thinking oh my back hurts, and I had this awful pain. 
And I never got it again, could have been a bit of rheumatism, I don’t know. Elastic, juggling 
two balls up against the wall (TG). Can’t erm remember what we used to say, what was it… 
erm… if it comes to me, I can’t remember, if it comes to me I’ll tell you but … eenie meenie 
macaracca, something rare rye dominacca chicka racka allapacka rumpum push her off the 
table (RHYMING GAMES). There were all sorts of little rhymes we used to say when we did 
that. There was of course, the skipping, you know big skipping rope, so we’d end up with 
about five or six of us all in the skipping rope (TG). That was fun, and because we were girls, 
erm it wasn’t really rough. It was all sort of… I don’t know, perhaps we were… we were into 
the Beatles, so we would have been singing Beatles songs and that kind of thing. There erm 
were all sorts of little rhyming words we used to say when we did that (SONGS AND 
RHYMES).  





Rosemary: They used to erm play at the beginning of assembly classical music (ACT OF 
WORSHIP), and we used to go ‘oh no’ and we just didn’t get it, they were obviously trying to 
have a bit of culture. Erm, yeah there were prayers, and hymns. [pause] One erm that we 
erm used to sing… was it was it called ‘Thank you’? [Thank you for giving me the umum 
…sings to herself] they were all very modern. And there was another one, what was that? 
…. [pause] it’s going back a long way. I’ll erm have a think, if it erm comes back to me I’ll let 
you know. I’ll let my brain have a go with that one, then come back to it. But what else was 
there… [pause] I don’t know. I used to sing in the church choir as well, and I can’t erm 
remember many of those either. They’re all erm old English-y sort of hymns.   
Researcher: Do you remember any books or poems you read at school?  
Rosemary: We read the Borrowers. This was in the top class, and we read The Family from 
One End Street. I erm can’t remember what it is, I just remember the title of it. Was it 
something to do with the mother? This is taking me back. The erm mother had ironed 
something, and I don’t know if it was green and it had all shrivelled up or, whatever, it’s weird 
the things we remember (narrative accrual). Poems, no. I don’t think I remember any poetry. 
Don’t recall anything.  
Researcher: And what about any stand-out memories? Is there anything that’s really stayed 
with you?   
Rosemary: from junior school?  
Researcher: Yeah. A memory that’s always been with you.  
Rosemary: [pause]… erm erm I think I enjoyed junior school. I just liked school (LIKED 
SCHOOL), even though it was strict, it was controlled, and I just liked being there, it wasn’t 
hard work. Maybe I needed… it’s a pity they didn’t push us a bit more, and enable us to be 
able erm to go to… erm but I enjoyed it, I liked it. We were dancing, we were singing, we 
were playing so I think we were happy. So I think that’s perhaps what I remember best. And 
then I went to secondary school and it was horrible [laughs].   
Rosemary: 
Personal reflections (affect) Teacher age Pupil-teacher relationship Curriculum  
Corporal punishment  Handwriting  Songs and rhymes Traditional games 
Enjoyed school Ability Era /societal Inequality  
Teacher personality Examinations Teacher professionalism Narrative accrual 
Notes:  Only mentions female teachers - gendered workforce? 
As well as recollections there are many reflections on past that are about making sense of 












Themes Common Across decades 
The Teachers - codes 
Categories  1944-1954 1955-1965 1966-1976 1977-1987 1988-1998 1999-2009 
Pupil-teacher relationship              
Gendered workforce              
Corporal punishment              
Teacher professionalism              
Teacher age              
  
The Lessons We Learned – codes 
Categories  1944-1954 1955-1965 1966-1976 1977-1987 1988-1998 1999-2009 
Curriculum             
Differentiation              
Ability              
Inequality        
Examinations               
  
The Games We Played - codes 
Categories  1944-1954 1955-1965 1966-1976 1977-1987 1988-1998 1999-2009 
Imaginative play              
Traditional Games              
Songs and rhymes               
Gendered play              
Banned games              
  
The Books We Read - codes 
Categories  1944-1954 1955-1965 1966-1976 1977-1987 1988-1998 1999-2009 
Reading scheme             
Gendered       
Classic literature              
Reading aloud              






Appendix 5: Letter of Consent 
 
LETTER OF CONSENT 
 






You are invited to participate in a research study which seeks to learn about the 
experiences of primary school education in Derbyshire from 1944 - 2009. 
 
In particular, I am interested in exploring what you remember about being at primary 
school for example your teachers, subjects you studied, routines and special events. 
I hope to draw together the different experiences of people from different types of 
schools and areas of Derbyshire to provide a picture of what school was like for you. 
I will be using historical resources, education acts, academic papers and books to 
understand your experiences. 
 
This research will require about an hour of your time. During this time, we will talk 
about your experiences and memories, I will record the interviews using a 
Dictaphone and these will be stored in a password protected area online. The 
interviews will be conducted at a convenient place for you – I am happy to travel to a 
location suitable for you and the interviews will be recorded and transcribed in order 
to draw out themes, ideas and opinions. There are no anticipated risks or 
discomforts related to this research.  
 
Your recollections of school will be transcribed verbatim, but for the purpose of the 
thesis, I will be required to select parts of your stories to represent the experiences of 
the era you attended school as restrictions on word count will not allow for the whole 
interview to be included.  I may need to edit your story to present a written rather 
than spoken dialogue for the purpose of the research.  
 
Because of the nature of the research sample, I would like to publish your first name 
and age in my thesis and in any publications arising from the study. The name of the 
school and the teachers, head teachers, school assistants, your friends and places 
etc will be anonymized for ethical reasons.  
 
All information shared will be stored in a password protected safe place and will not 
be accessed by anyone other than me until the information has been formulated for 
the purpose of the thesis.  
 
I do not anticipate any harm to be caused to you by participating in the interview, but 
following the interview if you feel you would like to speak to someone about the 
recollections you have discussed support is available from the University. You can 
contact the wellbeing team by email or by phone: Email - wellbeing@derby.ac.uk 
Telephone - 01332 592000, if you prefer you can also contact me and I will ensure 






You may withdraw from the study, for any reason until 1st October 2017 by which 
time the interviews will have been analysed and transcribed for the thesis. I can be 
contacted by email at f.shelton@derby.ac.uk or by telephone 01332 592090 should 







I have read (or have been read) the above information regarding this research study 
and consent to participate in this study. 
 
















Request for ethical approval for research undertaken by  
staff, post-graduate research and post-graduate professional students 
Please submit your completed form to the chair of your subject research ethics committee 
(SREC) 
 
Your Name Fiona Shelton 
School / Faculty College of Education 
Subject Research Ethics 
Committee 
 
Staff / Student ID 100116167 
Unimail address 100116167@unimail.derby.ac.uk 
Programme name / code EdD 
Name of supervisor(s) Dennis Hayes 
Title of proposed research study 
 




Has this research been funded by an external 
organisation (e.g. a research council or public sector 
body) or internally (such as the RLTF fund)?  If yes, 




Have you submitted previous requests for ethical 
approval to the Committee that relate to this research 




Are other research partners involved in the proposed 





The information supplied is, to the best of my knowledge and belief, accurate.  I clearly 





accordance with University of Derby Policy and Code of Practice on Research Ethics: 
http://www.derby.ac.uk/research/uod/ethics/  
 
Signature of applicant Fiona Shelton 
Date of submission by applicant 10th August 2015 
Signature of supervisor (if applicable)  
Date of signature by supervisor (if applicable)  
For Committee Use      Reference Number (Subject area initials/year/ID number)     …………………. 
 
Date received    ……………………………..             Date considered     
…………………………………….  
 
Committee decision    ……………………………………………………..            Signed    
……………………… 
 
1. What is the aim of your study?  What are the objectives for your study? 
To identify what primary teachers need to know to be good teachers. 
 
1. To explore the views of leading educational thinkers and policy makers to ascertain the aims and 
purposes of primary education and how this relates to knowledge; 
 
2. To provide an analysis of their beliefs and philosophies and, if possible, provide a synthesis; 
 
3. To provide guidelines for a future teacher education curriculum. 
 
 
2. Explain the rationale for this study (refer to relevant research literature in your 
response). 
The context of the study, explaining how the proposed study relates to previous work: 
In 2008 I was invited to work on The Independent Review of the Primary Curriculum (Rose 2008), 
this presented an opportunity to help shape the national curriculum and understand the way in 
which national curricula are formulated. At the same time the Cambridge Primary Review was also 
being undertaken, which had a much broader remit where Alexander (2009) made the point that 
there is not much use in reviewing the primary curriculum unless one asks what it is for. And so 
the question still remains, what is the purpose of primary education?  
What do primary teachers need to know to ensure children receive a broad and balanced 





Following the education act of 1944 the Central Advisory Council for Education (CACE) 
was established and lasted for 20 years, from its first report published in 1947 to the Plowden 
Report published in 1967. In 1963 the CACE was asked by Edward Boyle the conservative 
minister, to consider primary education in all its aspects and the transition to secondary education 
(The Plowden Report). By the time the Plowden report was completed a Labour government had 
come into power in 1964 and the Labour Secretary of State Anthony Crosland received the report 
in 1966. Plowden was the first report to be published on education in England and has dominated 
the philosophy of primary education since its publication until recent times.  At the time of its 
publication, the education system, particularly in relation to primary schools, was beginning to 
develop a more informal child-centred and progressive style of education largely endorsed by 
Plowden. Despite being a dominant philosophy, the Plowden report was challenged shortly after 
its publication. For example, Peters (1969) contested ideas particularly in relation to learning and 
teaching, the role of the teacher and the nature of knowledge. These challenges opened up a new 
set of debates around the nature of teaching and knowledge, debates which are present in 
educational discourse today. Ten years on from its publication and Dearden (1978) reflecting on 
Plowden, raised four pertinent questions for schools on the educational provision: (1) Does it 
provide opportunities to develop interests, give scope for choice and effect a very desirable 
personal integration? (2) Does it usefully contribute towards a balanced general education? (3) 
Does it usefully contribute to a preparation for life, so far as we can reliably foresee it (4) Is it best 
learned in school at all, since not everything desirable can be included in the curriculum? These 
questions are still pertinent in the current educational context. The current education system is in 
a state of flux, there is little agreement about the aims of education, the curriculum is discussed in 
a range of forums, teaching methods are constantly under review and there are questions about 
what constitutes knowledge in primary education today, these self-same points were raised by 
Peters in 1968 and prevail in educational discourse today.  
Whilst there have been reviews of the national curriculum since this time, no report has 
explored primary education to this extent apart from more recently the Cambridge Primary Review 
(Alexander 2009) which, like Plowden, explores primary education in its widest sense, not simply 
the curriculum as was the focus of the Rose review (2009). Thus 42 years later and educational 
thinkers began to rethink education and the aims and purpose of the school curriculum once 
again. The Cambridge Primary Review (CPR) was launched in 2006 and was published in 2009 
as a fully independent enquiry into the condition and future of primary education in England. ‘It 
aimed to re-assess existing evidence, collect additional evidence from a wide range of sources 
and stakeholders, separate truth from media myth and political spin, and shape a vision for the 
future of this vital phase of children’s education’ (Alexander, 2015: online). As the most 
comprehensive review of primary education for over 40 years, the Cambridge Primary Review is 
clearly a significant document; the final report contains 75 recommendations based on empirical 
evidence and extensive consultation.  Its scope and depth suggest that the impact of the report is 
likely to be more long term than the Rose review of the primary curriculum. The central questions 
for the Rose review were based on what should the curriculum contain and how should the 
content and the teaching of it change to foster children’s different and developing abilities during 
primary years? The Rose review was concerned particularly with the curriculum rather than the 
whole of primary education. Teacher responses expressed that the national curriculum (2000) had 
too much prescribed content, meaning they found it difficult to have time to teach it in depth, or for 
children to consolidate their learning.  
The Cambridge Primary Review and the Children, Schools and Families Committee both 
took the view that the curriculum was overloaded. Therefore a central requirement of the Rose 





greater flexibility for teachers to meet pupils’ individual needs and build on their prior learning. For 
Alexander, there were bigger debates to be had, ranging from the purpose of primary education, 
to creating eight domains of eight domains of knowledge, skill and enquiry, to reforming teacher 
education and decentralising control. Much like the Plowden report, the CPR was more 
comprehensive in scope with theoretical underpinning and evidence from national and 
international research. 
In 2010 following the formulation of the Coalition the government refused to support 
several sections of the Children, Schools and Families Bill and torpedoed the adoption of a new 
primary curriculum planned for 2011 and the Cambridge review was sidelined. Whilst the reviews 
of both Rose and Alexander were not promoted by the government pre and post-election, they did 
both raise debates around the perennially neglected question of the purpose of primary education. 
Gove set about creating a new curriculum and teachers were told they would be given more 
freedoms in relation to the curriculum and testing. In 2014 the new curriculum was implemented, 
assessment without levels has been introduced and teachers are grappling with how to measure 
progress against the curriculum with no guidance from the government. The question about the 
purpose of primary education is once again being asked as teachers contend with the new 
demands of the curriculum. Despite recent initiatives and requirements for primary teachers to be 
agents for more societal based interventions, the teaching, application and use of knowledge in 
the classroom is arguably the most important aspect of primary teachers’ work. The aim of this 
investigation is to explore what that knowledge is and what primary teachers need to know, drawn 
from an expert perspective.  
Rationale: It appears that the purpose and aims of primary education have been lost hence the 
rationale for this investigation - to examine the nature of this loss through expert interviews 
3. Provide an outline of study design and methods. 
Methodology: The investigation adopts a qualitative approach. The sample is a purposive sample 
of experts, whereby the opinions of identified experts will be gained to ascertain the aims and 
purposes of primary education and the relationship to knowledge.  
Methods: Interviews with experts to ascertain the aims and purposes of primary education and the 
relationship to knowledge. 
4. If appropriate, please provide a detailed description of the study sample, covering selection,  
    sample profile, recruitment and inclusion and exclusion criteria.   
 
Sample: As experts are not identifiable as such, a set of criteria for selection will be developed 
based on the following: 
• Nationally known contribution to primary education – significant reports, reviews, books, 
articles, policy;  
• Published research within the primary context; 
• Have a broad understanding of primary teachers’ views and experiences; 
• Debated writing and opinion; 
• Hold a political position or significant educational position.  
 
5. Are payments or rewards/incentives going to be made to the participants? Yes      No ×    





6.  Please indicate how you intend to address each of the following ethical considerations 
in your study. If you consider that they do not relate to your study please say so.  
Guidance to completing this section of the form is provided at the end of the document. 
a. Consent 
Participants will be invited to take part in the research. Informed consent will be gained from all 
research participants, who agree to participate. All participants will be over the age of 16. 
b. Deception  
The purpose and intent of the study will be shared with all participants – there is no deception 
involved in this study. 
c. Debriefing 
All participants will be informed about how the data will be used via a debrief document.  
d. Withdrawal from the investigation 
Participants will be informed that they can withdraw from the study without having to give any 
reason. They will be able to withdraw up until a given date, up to the analysis of the data and a 
date will be given to participants to help guide them with this. 
e. Confidentiality 
The data from this project will only be used by the researcher and shared with those supervising 
the thesis. Participants will be informed on how the data will be presented and used. The data will 
be maintained in a secure location with complete confidentiality and will only be presented in 
aggregate and anonymous form until their incorporation in the thesis, conference or journal 
papers. It is expected that all participants will give consent for their views to be published. If prior 
consent is not given the potential participant will be excluded from the sample and an equivalent 
expert substituted. 
f. Protection of participants 
The participants in this study are not at risk of physical, psychological or emotional harm greater 
than that encountered in ordinary life.   
g. Observation research  
NA 
h. Giving advice  
NA 
i. Research undertaken in public places 
NA 
j. Data protection 
See section e above. 






l. Environmental protection  
NA 
Are there other ethical implications that are additional to this list?  Yes      No X    
7. Have / do you intend to request ethical approval from any other body/organisation?  Yes 
  No X    If ‘Yes’ – please give details 
8.  Do you intend to publish your research?  Yes   No .  
      If ‘Yes’, what are your publication plans? 
 
Depending on the outcome there might be an opportunity to provide some guidelines for a future ITE 
curriculum. 
9. Have you secured access and appropriate approval for any resources that you may require?  (e.g. 
psychometric scales, equipment, software, laboratory space). Yes x  No .  
     If Yes, please provide details.   
 
Voice recorder on loan from IT services 
 
10.  Have the activities associated with this research project been risk-assessed?  Yes x     No  
Which of the following have you appended to this application? 
  Focus group questions   Psychometric scales 
  Self-completion questionnaire ×  Interview questions 
×  Other debriefing material   Covering letter for participants 
  Information sheet about your research 
study  
×  Informed consent forms for participants 
  Location consent form   Other (please describe) 
 
 






Advice on completing the ethical considerations aspects of a 
programme of research 
 
Consent 
Informed consent must be obtained for all participants before they take part in your 
project. The form should clearly state what they will be doing, drawing attention to 
anything they could conceivably object to subsequently. It should be in language that the 
person signing it will understand. It should also state that they can withdraw from the 
study at any time and the measures you are taking to ensure the confidentiality of data. If 
children are recruited from schools you will require the permission, depending on the 
school, of the head teacher, and of parents. Children over 14 years should also sign an 
individual consent form themselves. If conducting research with children or vulnerable 
adults you will normally also require Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) clearance.  
Research to be carried out in any institution (prison, hospital, etc.) will require permission 
from the appropriate authority. 
Covert or Deceptive Research 
Research involving any form of deception can be particularly problematical, and you 
should provide a full explanation of why a covert or deceptive approach is necessary, why 
there are no acceptable alternative approaches not involving deception, and the scientific 
justification for deception. 
Debriefing 
Debriefing is a process of reflection once the research intervention is complete, for 
example at the end of an interview session. How will participants be debriefed (written or 
spoken feedback)?  If they will not be debriefed, give reasons. Please attach the written 
debrief or transcript for the oral debrief. This can be particularly important if covert or 
deceptive research methods are used. 
Withdrawal from investigation 
Participants should be told explicitly that they are free to leave the study at any time 
without jeopardy.  It is important that you clarify exactly how and when this will be 
explained to participants.  Participants also have the right to withdraw their data in 
retrospect, after you have received it.  You will need to clarify how they will do this and at 
what point they will not be able to withdraw (i.e. after the data has been analysed and 
disseminated). 
Protection of participants 
Are the participants at risk of physical, psychological or emotional harm greater than 
encountered ordinary life? If yes, describe the nature of the risk and steps taken to 
minimise it. 
Observational research 
If observational research is to be conducted without prior consent, please describe the 
situations in which observations will take place and say how local cultural values and 
privacy of individuals and/or institutions will be taken into account. 





Students should not put themselves in a position of authority from which to provide advice 
and should in all cases refer participants to suitably qualified and appropriate 
professionals. 
Research in public places 
You should pay particular attention to the implications of research undertaken in public 
places. The impact on the social environment will be a key issue. You must observe the 
laws of obscenity and public decency. You should also have due regard to religious and 
cultural sensitivities. 
Confidentiality/Data Protection 
You must comply with the Data Protection Act and the University's Good Scientific 
Practice http://www.derby.ac.uk/research/policy-and-strategy  This means: 
• It is very important that the Participant Information Sheet includes information on 
what the research is for, who will conduct the research, how the personal 
information will be used, who will have access to the information and how long 
the information will be kept for. This is known as a 'fair processing statement.'  
• You must not do anything with the personal information you collect over and 
above that for which you have consent.  
• You can only make audio or visual recordings of participants with their consent 
(this should be stated on the Participant Information sheet)  
• Identifiable personal information should only be conveyed to others within the 
framework of the act and with the participant's permission.  
• You must store data securely. Consent forms and data should be stored 
separately and securely. 
• You should only collect data that is relevant to the study being undertaken.  
• Data may be kept indefinitely providing its sole use is for research purposes and 
meets the following conditions:  
• The data is not being used to take decisions in respect of any living individual.  
• The data is not being used in any which is, or is likely to, cause damage and/or 
distress to any living individual.  
• You should always protect a participant's anonymity unless they have given their 
permission to be identified (if they do so, this should be stated on the Informed 
Consent Form).  
• All data should be returned to participants or destroyed if consent is not given 
after the fact, or if a participant withdraws.   
 
Animal rights. 
Research which might involve the study of animals at the University is not likely to involve 
intrusive or invasive procedures. However, you should avoid animal suffering of any kind 
and should ensure that proper animal husbandry practices are followed. You should show 
respect for animals as fellow sentient beings. 
Environmental protection 
The negative impacts of your research on the natural environment and animal welfare, 
must be minimised and must be compliant to current legislation. Your research should 
appropriately weigh longer-term research benefit against short-term environmental harm 





Appendix 7: Debrief document 
 
DEBRIEF 








Thank you for your contribution to the investigation exploring experiences of primary 
school education in Derbyshire from 1944 - 2009. I hope to draw together the 
different experiences of people from different types of schools and areas of 
Derbyshire to provide an oral history on what school was like for you and analyse the 
interviews to draw out any themes and common or contrasting ideas. 
 
Because of the nature of the research sample, I would like to publish your first name 
and your age in my thesis and in any publications arising from the study.  The name 
of the school and the teachers, head teachers, school assistants, your friends and 
places etc will be anonymized for ethical reasons. 
 
I do not anticipate any harm to be caused to you by participating in the interview, but 
following the interview if you feel you would like to speak to someone about the 
recollections you have discussed support is available from the University. You can 
contact the wellbeing team by email or by phone: Email - wellbeing@derby.ac.uk 
Telephone - 01332 592000, if you prefer you can also contact me and I will ensure 
you are signposted to the wellbeing services.  
 
You may withdraw from the study, for any reason until 1st October 2017 by which 
time the interviews will have been analysed and transcribed for the thesis. I can be 
contacted by email at f.shelton@derby.ac.uk or by telephone 01332 592090 should 
you wish to discuss this further.   
 
Best wishes 
 
 
Fiona Shelton 
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